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PREFACE
Since the first printing of this publication in 1956 a steady
demand has been made upon the Department of Rural Sociology for copies.
When a shortage became evident in the early 1960 9 s attempts were made
to disseminate parts of this information, but without the total context
such attempts soon became futile. Through recent increased demands for
such information concerning the Dakota Sioux by students, Bureau of Indian
Affairs officials, social scientists, and the general public both within
and outside the State of South Dakota, it was decided to bring forth a
second printing.

•

-

-

This printing remains essentially the same as the first edition
with the exception of two additions, that of this preface and an updated
and expanded reference bibliography. Due to repeated requests for
reference materials concerning the Dakota Indians it was felt that an
up-dating and expansion of Malan 9 s original bibliography of 46 entries
to that presently of 152 entries would provide the reader with an upto-date source of material concerning the various aspects of the Indian
life and acculturational problems. The expanded bibliography focuses
only on the Dakota Sioux and the various bands within and is not
intended to be a reference source for all Indian tribes in America.
Few students of the American Indian have done more than the late
Dr. Vernon Malad~ to bring together in single publication the characteristics of the traditional culture of the Dakota Sioux and the ramifications of these characteristics on their acculturation. Malan 9 s work
as presented here provides us with the indispensable link between the
nostalgic past of these people and the reality of the problems they
encounter today.
While serving as a staff member in the Department of Rural
Sociology during the years 1952-1965, Dr. Malan focused his research
on the Dakota Culture. He was intrigued by the traditions of the Dakota
Culture and set out to analyze the problems of acculturation iri light of
these traditions. Even as one tours the various reservations today,
mention is made of Malan and the respect the Dakota people had for him
in his attempts to understand their problems, and disseminate this
understanding to others.
Malan has utilized an approach in his writing made popular by
Malinowski in his work with the Trobriand Islanders and described by
Clyde Kluckholn as •1the well documented anecdote set firmly in a ramified
context. 0 Through a rev:i,.ew of the literature combined with his experience among the Dakota, Malan presents us with the basis of understanding
present problems of acculturation. Whether one is involved in policy
making or application, gaining knowledge as a student, or seeking casual
informative reading, this publication should prove truly rewarding.

*Professor Vernon D. Malan died as a victim of an auto collision
in Corvallis, Oregon, July of 1967.
James L. Satterlee

TABLE OF CONTENTS

I.
II.

.

III.

•

-

IV.

ACCULTURATION AS A SOCIAL PROCESS • •
Definition of Acculturation •••
Culture Change and Acculturation.

..
0

0

•

•

Page
0

0

•

•

e

O

•

•

0

0

0

•

•

0

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

O

O

IMPLICATIONS OF ACCULTURATION FOR THE DAKarA INDIANS • • • • • • •
Some Sociopsychological Aspects of Acculturation • • • • • • •
Enforced and Permissive Acculturation • • • • • • • • • • • • •
Traders • • • • • • o • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
Missionaries. • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • o
Government Agents • • • • • • • • • o • • • • • • • • •
Agriculturists. • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
Dysfunctions of the Acculturative Process • • • • • • • • • • •
El:iJnination of means of subsistence • • • • • • • • • •
Destruction of the kinship groups • • • • • • • • • • •
Symptoms of disorganization • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

1
1
2

4
5

8

9
10
11
12

13
13
15
16

PROBLEMS OF ACCULTURATION • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 18
Family Pro blems o • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • o 18
Family security o • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 20
Hospitality • • • • • • • o • • • • o • • • • • • • • • 22
Socialization of children o • o • • • • • • • • • • • • 23
Veneration of the aged • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 25
Broken families • • • • • • -• • • • • • • • • • • • • o 26
Economic Problems. o • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 26
Land resourceso • • • • o • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 28
Working skills ••• o • • • o • • • • • • • • • • • • • 29
Money economy • • • • o • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 30
Gift giving ••• o o • • • • • o • • • • • o • • • • • 31
Political Problems • • • • • • o o • o o • o • • • • • • • • • 32
Adltlnistration of the Indian Agency • • • • • • • • • • 34
The ration system • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 35
Educational Problems • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 37
Cultural isolation • • • • • • o o • • • • • • • • • • • 37
The boarding schools • • • • • • o • • • • • • • • • • • 38
Educational opportunities • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 39
Religious Problems • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 40
Denominational missionary programs • • • • • • • • • • • 41
Marginal religious activities • • • • • • • • • • • • • 42.
Health and Welfare Problems • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 43
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
REFERENCE BIBLIOORAFHY.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

0

•

•

•

•

4

•

•

•

•

•

0

•

•

45

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

•

0

47

ACCULTURATION ·OF THE DAKarA INDIANS
by
Vernon D. Malanl
Revision by
James L. Satte!lee2
I.

•

-

Acculturation as a Social Process

.The o.rig·inal ways of living of the A,merican ·Indian are not easily
understood by the modern man who believes the material progress of his
generation to be the highest advancement of civilization. In American
society there is a strong tendency for each man to assume that his own
values, attitudes.,· and behavior are superior in all regards to the habit
patterns and customs that dominated the live~ of pr:illlitive men. He is
suspicious of strange practices which conflict with his learned ideas
of the appropriate and correct ways ·of living. If he exhibits some
curiosity about the customs of the aborigines, he is usually anxious
to learn of them for the purpose of making an invidious comparison .
with his own practices. It is the unusual person who is able to
suppress his own prejudices and view clearly the ways of minor~ties
through the value system of the .minority group rather than through his
own pattern of beliefs.
The traditional patterns .of living · found ·~~ng the Dakota Indians
were . incompatible with the education of the .American frontiersmen and
were regarded as inferior • .The frontiersman believed in the super'iority
of his c·u lture3 and any who disagreed must either immediately adjust
to the new pattern or suffer annihilation. The Indian could recognize the utility of some of the frontiersman 9 s equipnent to satisfy
his desire for survival, such as horses, steel lalives, and repeating
rifles; but he was not at all impressed with ·the seeming. disregard of
spiritual and moral values exhibited by the frontiersman. Two widely
varying patterns of thinking and acting were therefore in 'contact on
the .American frontier.
Definition of Acculturation. The process of culture .change resulting when differing groups are in "continuous first-hand contact"

1Assistant Rural Sociologist, South Dakota Agricultural Experiment
Station, B~ookings, S. D. (Deceased--1967).
sity.

-

2 Instructor, Rural Sociology Department, South Dakota State Univer-

3cu1ture is used throughout this study in the bread sociological
sense to indicate all· of the man-made things, beliefs, attitudes, and ·
values possessed by a group of people.
·
*The work of Miss Karen Opp, student assistant, ·is recognized in
the typing and preparation of t~s text~

and the subsequent modification of the original culture patterns of
either or both groups will be referred to as acculturation.l This
study will attempt to analyze the changes which have taken place in
the culture patterns of the Dakotas since their first contacts with
the American frontiersmen. These changes have not taken place without large-scale disruption of the Dakota .way of life and without disorganizing results in the life of the individual Indians. The society
of the Dakotas is consequently beset with unending problems of adjustment which are most apparent on the reservations l,ocated in the rural
areas of South Dakota.
··
Culture Change and Ac.c ulturation. Differential rates of change
in the process of acculturation are associated with social disorganization. Comparison be.tween the Dakota Indian and White American cultures indicates the latter as a more dynamic, .rapidly changing cultureo
The Dakota culture had been changing also, but the rate of change was
considerably slower. The first contacts of the Dakotas were with traders, and their influence was felt primarily in the introduction of new ·
material apparatus and techniques; but they made little effort to _change
the more basic culture patterns. The Dakotas easily accepted the ·diffusion of goods which offered utility or decoration not previously enjoyed by them. Missionaries were not as successful in introducing new
ways because their teachings violated some of the basic premises of
Dakota culture, although there was sufficient similarity in spiritualism to provide a basis for acceptance of the new religion by some
of the Dakotaso
.

.

2

-

.·

· The Dakotas actively resisted acceptance of the White :man 9 -~ , culture only when they bega.n ·to realize that the encroachments of -the settlers on_their lands could only result in the extermination of the buffalo which was their main means of subsistence. Then they were forced
to fight for their way. of life. Although the fight was futile because
of the overwhe]Jlling odds against them, the Dakotas were able by shrewd
maneuvering and bravery to provide the army of the northern plains with
plenty of headaches before they were finally subjugated and placed on
rese~vations under the control of the government.

-

The government policy on the reservations was two-fold: military
supervision and enforced acculturation. The only possible Incti:an response to military force was appeal for supernatural aid exemplified
in the Ghost Dance Religiono The second policy, acculturation, was
designed for the education of children. It was hoped that i11)y ~~couraging missionaries to Christianize them, by teaching them to farm and
to .become self-supporting, by forcing White ma.nvs dress, and by consistently danming native institutions like those of the chief, the band,
medicine man, soldier societies, and Sun Dance," The Dakota youth would
learn to accept the White culture patterno These policies were to be
supported by threats of withdrawal of government rations from non-conformists, at a time when the Dakotas were almost entirely dependent
upon the agency for foodo The only response from the Indians to this
policy was passive resistance, and since they were isolated on reservations, lacking contact with most of the outside society, they were

lRobert Redfield, Ralph Linton, and Melvilie J. Herskovits, ifMemorandum for the Study of Acculturation," American Anthropologist, XXVIII
(March, 1936), 149.

-

able to retain many of their old cultural values and· transmit them to
their children, in spite of the efforts of the missionaries: and the
schools.l
.
._ ·
.
-.
· . ·. ,.
The history of culture change for the Dakotas appears to divide
itself iogically
into the five phases suggested by 'Mekeel:2 .
.

1. _!Acceptance .of the horse and trade goods from White culture,
·1e~ding w prosperity and expansion in po.p ulation and territory.
2. St-ruggle .for sovereignty.
J. Acc~ptan.ce of reservation life through military defeat and
los·s . of . subsistence.
4. Appeal ·to supernatural aid and rejection of White culture.
5. Passive acceptance of White acculturation.

•

•

With this historical pattern of culture change in mind, it is not
surprising that the Dakotas have still not completely ·accepted all aspects ~f White civilization. Their resistance to .o r, ·. at best, passive
acceptance of the . traits of the dominant culture meant that changes
in their basic v~ue·s came about very slowly. At .the same time, the
values oi. ·t1;ie ~ite culture were undergoing . increllsingly rapid ·changes
associated w~th ;improved technology and the .only possible resul_t was
a tremendou~ lag. between the rates of culture change in the two
societies. ··
Not only were the rates of change unequal between the two · cultures~
but they were even more uneven within the -Dakota culture. Many of the ·
Dakotas accepted the material and superficial aspects of White culture,
but rejected the beliefs, attitudes, and values of the dominant society.
Some individuals completely reformed their be~ieJs·__
to ·fit ·their new
knowledge, while other individuals ·refused to accept anything but the
traditional knowledge of the tribal group. Those who were willing _.
found the task of learning new wa.ys a.L~ost insurmountable, since they ·
had grown to adulthood with a vastly different cultural environment.
The result was confusion and disillusfomnent for the Dakotas. They
found many conflicts· in. the White man?s values and between the old -·
and new values which could, ngt be eacily resolved by-individuals
accustomed to the : c·o nsistent value structure of their traditional so;_
ciety.
·
· · ·
Th~ older Dakotas, unable tq_remove those conflicts, remained
largely tiria~similated, and found sola~e in the recalling of past
glories and the preservation of the old ways. They escaped from ·

1scudder Mekeel, A Short History of the Teton Dakota, State
Historical Society of ·North Dakota, 1943, p. 194.
2

Ibid., p. 140.
. . ~. ,

. ,-.....
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their present miseries into a world of illusion, and when forced to
face troubles . exhibited a stoic disregard for their own personal. wel-·.. ·
fare. · The younger generation, however, could not completely escape,
and they were forced to undergo the rigors of the educational and control programs instituted by the government on the reservation. But
when they went home, they were under the influence of the "old folks"
and ~e consequently taught the values of the Dakota society. They
became a marginal group, living in both societies and being only partly
assimilated. The conflict in values between the two cultures is most
evident ·in thiE;J generation, -and they exhibit many of the symptoms of
disorganization accompanying the disintegratioii of · Dakot"a cultur~·.
In many cas~s, t~ese younger . ·Dakotas are becoming parents of a new
generation which will become largely assimilated into the White culture,
since the influence of the older people will continue to decline as
they are unable to provide solutions to the problems of living in
modern society.
There are, however, a number of factors which support antiaccul:~uration attitudes among the Dakota Indians. The most important
of these is 't he pattern of discrimination, prejudice, and segregation
which they must face in the white society off the reservation. Less
important are such factors as lack of skills ·in dealing with the external society, dependency upon the Bureau of Indian Affairs, respect
for unassimilated parents and grandparents, and other social and economic problems which have remained unsolved. Segregation on the reservation makes it possible for anti-acculturation attitudes to exist,
but it is largely the treatment of the Indians in the external society
which causes such hostile attitudes to exist.
II.

Implications of Acculturation for the Dakota Indians

Anthropolog~sts are of the opinion that the Teton Dakota branch
of the Siouan nation. has the most typical of all Plains Indian cultures. On the Great Plains, which extend from Canada to Mexico and
from the Mississippi to the Rocky Mountains, the Teton Dakotas occupied the North Central area • . They were likewise the · center of a
great and powerful Indian civilization extending throughout the plains.
Their civilization was so influential that today their cultural
characteristics are copied by anyone who wants to depict the American
Indian in art; and if anyone wishes to look like an Indian, he dons
the scalp shirt and war bonnet of the Teton Dakotas. Before the arrival of the English-speaking ploughman on the plains, the Dakota
culture appeared destined to sweep the continent and absorb the French
traders and frontiersmen in the process. Many of the Hudson Bay Company men had completely assjmi]__ated the plains Indian culture, and .the
early frontiersmen usually became Indians at least in thought and habit. "Old .Bill Williams .is said to have offered his corncob pipe to ·
t he 81..1.n like any shaman. Kit Carson lived in a tipi and counted ·
coups . ni During the period of earzy- contact between Dakota and White

1stanley Vestal, New Sources of Indian History. 1850-1891, p. 193.

-

-
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culture, the Indian way of life tended to dominate. The influence of
Dakota culture was being extended and the power of the nation was :increasing.
Some Sociopsychological Aspects of Acculturation. Relations betwee~ Teton and White became strained as the immigration of American
frontiersmen and agriculturalists into the plains incr.e.ased. The White
invaders had preconceived ideas about Indians which caused them to
assume an attitude of superiority. They did not observe the same principles of living as _the Dakotas, and violated all the ~ights of the
natives who possessed the land, at the same time looking upon these
people with disdain. The traditional attitudes toward . the Indians were
well summarized by General de Trobriand. 1
..

•

•

The majority were convinced that the simplest and only means
of ·settling the w1Indian quest~~m~' was to exterminate_ na11 the
vermin. w, ·This opinion prevails througbout all tqe . .t;rontier,
especially in the towns .and settlements ·ot ,any :µIlJ?Or~ance.
Others, more just and more moderate, believe :t.h~t the _Whit~s .
have been -far from bl~less, and attribute to tpem, at bo~tom,
the causes of the hostii;ities that broke out _·during the war,
and that are still b~:µlg. carried on. These latter informants
are few in numbe+.', an~·.-while they declare that the poor Indians
have been treated -like dog~, that they have .been lied to,
robbed, pillaged, and massacred, they would be just as prompt
as the others in shooting on sight any red-skin suspect that
crossed their path.
There is considerable evidence that the Dakotas were always considered
as actual .or potential enemies. The tribes which were friendly had
no protection because the .Whites .professed that they c~ul_d not.. distinguish between_friendly an~ ,hostile- Indians. Any man who could tell
the difference was.- under suspicio~ as "a friend of the Indiap,"·or 0 a
renegade White. ~i
. ..

fa_+se ··id~a-~ of th~ Ipdians were invented in. order ·to justify
the White attituq~ of superiority, and this attitude has endure~ ~o
this day. For example, it is not uncommon for the police to jail a
mildly intoxicated Indian, while a severely drunk White may be esc_o rted home and t~ld 0 to sleep it off." The justification of this dis~
crimination is rationalized by recalling the stereotype of the '~dangerous drunken Indian.n Furthermore, the Indians living on the reser- .
vations in South Dakota today are stereotyped as ·unprogressive because
they refuse to change their customs, while actually for most of them
there is nothing ·in their cultural system which prescribes change.
Many

The .only possible reaction of the Dakotas to the superior and
domineering attitudes of the Whites was defense of their way of life
and their homeland. Resentment and bitterness were expressed by the
Dakotas in regard to the unjust treatment they received ·at the .. hands
of the White invader.2
r
_
.
• ..

-

.

.

.-:-:·, ..-

..... ••.i:

"-: .

. .

lPhillippe de Trobriand, Army Life... in . ·Dakota, pp. 12-13.
2John G. Neihardt, Black Elk Speaks, p. 138.
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Wherever we went, the soldiers came to · kill us, and it was
all our own country. It was ours already when the Wasichus
made the treaty with Red Cloud, that said it would be ours as
long as grass should grow and water flow. That was only eight
winters before, and they were chasing us now because we remembered and they forgot.
Leaders of the Dakotas such as Red Cloud, Sitting Bull, and Crazy
Horse gained prominence because of their resistance to the depredations of the invaders.
As the Wasichus became better known to the Dakotas, faults in the
White manYs culture pattern became obvious to the Indians. The White
_. men appeared to care little for their own people and to take everything from each other if they had an opportunity, so that while some
had mor~ than .they could -possibly use, others were starving. From the
Dakota point of view, : the Dakota way of showing concern for their people
and sharing material goods was much better. Moreover, the Dakotas loved
freedom to move about, while the ~ites treated them like prisoners,
penning them up like animals in a cage on reservations and pointing
guns at them if they tried to escape. Certainly, reservation life with
regulated government rations was not suitable for a warrior longing to
rove aga:in with his people over the great prairies and mountain ranges.
Accustomed to- the satisfaction of providing food for his family through
buffalo hunting, it was better for a warrior to return empty-handed from
the chase and to feel the pangs of hunger while awaiting a more successful hunt "than living the life of a squaw, sitting about a campfire. 0 1

.
.The humiliation of trying to walk the White man's road was usually accepted more gracefully by the older: people than by the young. The
morale of the young warrior was poor; he
despondent and morose because of his many grievances for which the White man wa~ to blame-the
destruction of the buffalo, the imprisonment on reserv~tions, and the
ruin of his life values. Supernatural aid failed him, suicide was for
women, but to die fighting the enemy would bring glory. There was an
incentive to strike the first White man to cross his path and gain revenge against those responsible for all his people's troubles. The
Dakotas were also aware that the best Whites with whom they had contact violated the very principles they ·were being told were necessary
to salvation. They could only conclude "that the Whites are a race
who violate their taboos, to the Indian mind a thing unthinkable, a
wicked folly a.llllost incredible.n2

was

I

j

I

..

Is it any wonder that the attitudes of the Dakota Indians, which
have been describe·d , prevented complete acceptance of the .American culture? And yet the Dakotas were forced to deal with this new American

1Julia B. McGillycuddy, McGillycuddy Agent, p. 77.
2 Decost Smith, Indian Experiences, p. 205.

-
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culture. The situation today among the Indians in South Dakota may be
largely explained in terms of the -conflicting attitudes which result
when a group of people are influence4 by two cultures but cannot live
completely in either. S~me members of the Dakota community accept the
new attitudes, and others still. accept the old, but most vascillate between the two standards of value or accept no standard at . all. In most
communities, the nonconformer i~. -b rought into line-- by sanc'tipns of family, religion;·
education, and ··gov·ernment .'imposed by the g:roup;
but in
.
l
.,
Dakota society, any attempt to impose old cultural sanctions only produces greater deviation among those who have accepted t~e ~n~w ways of
living. The sanctions of the new culture are largely ex~;rcized by the
government agency which is impersonal, and while ·demanding conformity
in some areas, does not effectively change the basic attitudes which
are deeply embedded in those who have clung to the older way of life
against great odds.

•

•

-

Despite the increasingly strong impact of White civilization, the
nonmaterial culture pattern of the Dakotas has retained a degree of
vitality and significance in the lives of those Indian people that is
difficult for many _people to comprehend. When they have accepted material traits from ~he dominant culture, these traits have often been
used for "the purpose of insuring survival of earlier culture patterns.
The core of Dakota personality structure is frequently the surviving
elements of Teton-Dakota culture, although in many external segments of
a Dakotan 1 s life history are found behavior patterns and personality
characteristics reflecting his position as a marginal man in .American
society. The Dakota individual is very likely to suffer from personal insecurity in this marginal social position, "with its poverty, lack
of adequate roles and cultural objectives, and social conflicts arising
out of lost controls and changing_attitudes."l ·
As each Dakota maJ?- ·or_. woman now looks bapk to the past· either
from experience or through the stories which have been .told him,
he senses the self-assurance and the ability of his ancestors
·to cope with life. They were united and secure in the life they
followed, and _their institutions gave good reinforc·ement within
the group. By comparison, the modern Indiah way of life is one
of emptiness, one in which family and community are losing their
integration. The contemporary life, as compared with the culture that was functioning in the middle nineteenth century, is
only a shadow. Attitudes and values of that culture still
strongly affect the behavior patterns of the people, but some
of -its social institutions are gone or are only vestigial.
The ·re'a lizat'ion o°f cultural loss and being neither Indian nor
White in.
.·.c ~tural sense adds to the Indian's insecurity and
isolation ·in the .modern world.

1Gordon Macgregor, Warriors Without Weapons, p. 121.
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Thus the old Dakota Indians have only bitter memories of their past
and their ·children have dim hopes for. the future. The traditional ways
have been largely shattered under the impact of .t he ponderous American
culture, and new ways have not as yet been worked out to provide adjustment patterns acceptable in a complex cul~u.re.
Enforced and Permissive Acculturation. The early explorers and
travelers who -visited the Dakota Indian:s ' found these ~ople to be generally friendly, often looking ·upon the pale-faces witl'! -superstitious
awe and hailing them as benefactors who brought many useful and ornamental articles. Jonathan Carver recorded in his diary:l "As soon
as I had reached the land, two of the chiefs presented their hands to
me, and led me, amidst the _astonished multitude, who had most of them
never seen a White man before, to a tent •••• and ever after they treated
me with great respect.n
If this friendly relatio~ship between the bearers of two different
culture. systems had cont·i nued, i~ is likely that the acculturation process would have· been expedited. The social learning typical of friendly
cultural ·contacts is referred to as permissive acculturation. This process involves imitation of the desirable cultural forms, such as habits,
skills, and attitudes, which are best able to satisfy the ·culturally acq~ired drives of the group. As long as imitative lear~ing can take place
in an atmosphere of freedom, it is a.lniost inconceivable that acculturation
can in any sense be a disruptive process. Learning to speak a new language, to prepare ·. and eat new foods, or to use new and more efficient
tools which have been introduced from another culture should be no more
disruptive than any new discovery or invention occurring within the
culture system. In brief, voluntary imitative learning which does not
involve radical readjustments for .the individuals is the . principal
means by which permissive acculturation takes place; and although it may
proceed slowly, it is _u ~ually highly effective.

-

-

In many cases of acculturation, however, there are conditions which
prevent free exchange of culture traits. One of the groups may feel that
their culture traits are superior; and when they also have a predominant
position of power, they are li~ely to attempt to force their culture system upon the subordinate group. This enforced acculturation implies that
the ruling group will exercise sanctions· against any member . of the minority
group ~ho .does not almost immediately change over to the new culture
pattern. The Europeans in their contacts with aboriginal peoples were
especially prone to insist uP9n enforced ac~ulturation, and the result
was resistance to -:imitative learning among the native groups. ·Then the
Europeans made things still more difficult by establishing barriers
which made it i.mpo-ssible to adopt the cultural traits even if the minority peoples had wished to do so. For example, the Europeans would introduce metal implements and utensils to a nonliterate group, but provide them with no lmowledge of the manufacture of these instruments in

1Jonathan Carver, Travels Trhough the Interior Parts of North
America, p. 81.

...

the event that they were not ·available thr?ugh trade.l
In the early cortt·a cts between the · D~kota Indian and Anglo-European
culture, both permissive and enforced ~c.c ulturation were evident, although the latter predominated.·· At t}J.E;t very beginning, the acculturative process was largely permissive arid was carried out by the traders,
who played a promotional role :ih persuading the Dakotas to adopt new
tools and equipment. The next group to exert considerable influence
was the missionaries, who were tpe salesmen of nonmaterial beliefs and
moral attitudes • . For ·the i:nos't··· part·; their ·activities were permissive
·and limited to providing the ·Dakotas with a new religion, although they
frequently attempted to convince ·the Dakotas that they should give up
their old ways of nomadic life and settle in a place where missions
-could be permanently established. Enfot'ced a·c·culturation was primarily
the program of the goverrunent agents and military forces that had charge
of the Dakotas after they were coerced into res.e rvations. But the policies of the government depended upon the attitudes of various groups
that came in contact: with the Dakotas, ~nd therefofe .all these groups
were responsible .for the efforts to enforce acculturation. Perhaps the
greatest influential group to which the government was responsive was
the agriculturists who were demanding cession of Indian lands to the government so that these lands would be available for their agricultural
expansion or land speculation. These four classes-traders, missionaries, government functionaries, and agriculturalists-should each receive consideration as agents promoting acculturation, since each class
mustrates certain distinct elements in the total acculturative process
of the Dakotas, these elements· ·in turn differentiating this contact
situation from a!}Y other.
·
The Traders-The role of the trader was to offer the Dakota goods,
· ·'
such as steel lmives, kettles, and .guns·, which ·did not· conflict with
form.er habits but added comfort and convenience. These were readily accepted by the Dakotas; and along with ·acquisition of horses; these goods
made it possible for the tribes to prosper and expand in population and
territory. Much of the actual trading was carried on with Frenchmen who
established friendly relations -and inter-married freely with the Dakotas.
The French fur traders attached no .·s'tigina·· to marriage intq . the tribes,
and the Dakota family who had a daughter- married to a trader was looked
upon with envy because she had gained an honorable positio~. !" Even today
the French traders are mentioned as a class apart from other -White people
with whom the Dakota have been in contact.
The close association of the traders with the Dakotas during this
period greatly stimulated exchange of culture traits. The goods offered
by the traders provided better means of satisfying basic needs, and this
was sufficient:motivation to insure their acceptance by the Dakotas. The
nonmaterial values of the French traders· were presented without pressure
to the Dakotas for their acceptance or rejection; and while some w'imitative
learning 0 was apparent, the full acceptance of White culture values could

-

lThis discussion of permissive and enforce_d acculturation is based
on the theoretical_position expressed by A. Irving Hallowell, Culture
and Experience, pp. 318-323. -Imi~ative learning is used in this source
to mean voluntary-copying of culture· traits.
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not take place, especially since, in all likelihood, the trader was converted to the culture values of the Dakotas. The acceptance of material
traits by the ~dians did at .times make it necessary for them to readjust
their· thinking in certain noTIII1aterial culture areas and created new
secondary drives unsatisfied under their present culture system. But the
traders were unconcerned about these changes in the value structure, and
therefore the Dakotas were able to make the necessary adjustments so that
their culture pattern was improved rather than disrupted.
The Missionaries-The teachings of the missionaries regarding new
religious beliefs and practices met with some resistance among the
Dakota people. In order for these Indians to accept new religious
beliefs, it was necessary that the pragmatic value of the idea be demonstrated in the satisfaction of their basic or secondary drives. The
supernatural experience of these -people had to be related to their
rewarding activities if learning a Christian value system was to be
motivated. One way this could qe accomplished was by reducing through
Christianity the ·disrnay of the Dakotas when their own native beliefs
failed. However, the missionaries usually attempted to eradicate completely the native religion and to -impose Christian morality.- The only
p~ssible result of such strategy was to create resistance among the
·pa.kotas. If the missionaries had used the native beliefs as a framework
in w~ich to introduce Chri.s tianity, the results could have been quite
different.
The purported objective of missionary work was to "civilize" the
Dakota, and the missionaries indiscr:ilninate.ly tried to drive out practices
which, they believed, impeded the progress of the Indians toward a civilized state. They influenced the Bureau of Indian Affairs to impose regulatio~s not only against the Sun Dance but also against many other ceremonies and customs unrelated to religion. Indian ·couples who had been
married for a long period under the tribal ceremony, for example, were
forced to marry according to the Church ritual before their conjugal state
was recognized in the Church.l
One old couple, who had only a vague idea of its meaning finally consented to remarriage by the Church. An audience filled
. the church building and the _aged couple stood in front of the
minister. When the august personage in black questioned, nwill
you take this woman to be your wife?" the old fellow looked
incredulously at the minister, then at the interpreter, hesitatingly waiting for some light on the confusing question.
After a moment or so he said, 'iWhy, she is my wife. n At the
minister's next question, "Will you care for this woman through
~ea;tth and through sickness? 0 a puzzled expression, mingled with
exasperation, came upon the old man 9 s face, but he quickly
explained, "I have always cared for her. Everytime she gets
.sick I send for the medicine-man. 0 But when the minister exhorted them to let no man put them asunder, the old fellow
quite feelingly let it be known that ''We have been married
these many years, and no man has ever come between us, so do
you think anyone can now? 17
.

.

1Luther Standing Bear, Land or' the Spotted Eagle, .· p. 11.4.
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According to the treaty signed in 1868 with the Dakota Indians,
they were guaranteed the right to worship in their accustomed mannero
In epite of this guarantee, a few years later Agent McGillycuddy issued
a proclamation that the Sun Dance would no longer be permitted at Pine
Ridge. He justified this action on the grounds that proper agencies had
been established and schools and churches built through which the Teton
Dakotas must adopt White ways in consideration of food and annuities. He
insisted that the physical pain suffered in the Sun Dance was contrary
to civilized custom. and retarded the progress of the Dakotas toward accultu.rationo This method of forcing the Dakotas to give up their old
culture practices could only have the opposite effect than that intended
by the ·missiona.rieso The acculturation process was accelerated when the
missionaries made use of the old practices to introduce the naw, but
retarded when they attempted to replace the old with the new through enforced controlso
Government Agents--Both the traders and missionaries were in the
vanguard of frontier expansion and did not engage in full scale effort to change the culture patterns of the Dakotas. They were in no
position to force changes, but had to use persuasive measures to ,introduce new equipnent and beliefs if they were to continue to live and work
among the Indian people. ···Although they sometimes exerted indirect pressure on the Dakotas, enforced acculturation was not possible until the
reservation period and the ·control of the Indian Agent had been establishedo These conditions were only possible after the Dakotas had been ma.de
vulnerable by -their contacts with Whites and their subsequent military
defeat.

•

•

The hostile groups of Indians were defeated only by starvation
after a long and disastrous military campaign had been carried out against
themo Although they capitulated to the government authority on the reservation, they were by-no means reconciled to ito· In the evenings,
they sat around the lodges smoking their pipes~ dreaming of past glories, reciting tales o.f oravery, and envisioning a return to their earlier
freedom.
·
The desire for colonization and economic exploitation e.xp9.nded the
American frontier., .and colonization and exploitation could only be accomplished after the native population on ,the plains had been conquered
and forced to accept the sovereignty of the American governmento If the
Dakotas did not submitt they .were decimated or displaced; and if they were
forced to submit by conquest, co.n ditions were created which directly or
indirectly forced them to make cultu.:ra.l readaptations for which they were
totally unpreparedo New and destructive diseases were introduced; ·the
buffaloes were killed, destroying their principal means of subsistence;
their family and kinship patterns were upset; their freedom was restrictedo Consequently, new problems resulted that the Dakota could not solve
by means of their own cultural pattern, and they had.; as yet, no means of
learning some new mode of adaptationo
·

-

The Indian agents were consistently hampered and antagonized by the
older members of the Teton Dakota tribes who fretted under the enforcement of a way of life they could not understando The old chiefs felt
that the agents were destroying Indian traditions and inducing the younger generation to desert their peopleo It·_:,~ as degrading to the old warriors

....
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to work as laborers, use their ponies to draw wagons, eat beef instead
of buffalo meat or venison, and become farmers and send their children
to the government boarding schools • .
.The friction between the agents and the Dakotas was abetted by the
lack
a consistent federal policy. The Dakotas had frequent cause
to accuse the government of in.fidelity when agreements, which they
reached with the government in good faith, weN broken, the~r rights
disregarded and their claims ignored. The government would guarantee
to them their land as reservations forever, and then invariable it would
violate these agreements. Instead of defending the Dakotas against
White encroachment on their lands as promised, the federal authorities
would send soldiers to protect the White intruders and subjugate the
Indians.

of

Agriculturalists--The culmina.tion of enforced acculturation was
reached with the massacre of a small band of Teton Dakotas at Wounded
Knee in 1890. This event took the heart out of Dakota resistance to
White dominations and. began.-a peri9d of passive acceptance of White
caj.tl.tte. The· Indians were .encouraged to settle on small farms, to build
permanent homes, to raise grain and eat tle, \o send their children to
government boarding schools, and generc;(_µ y td adapt ·themselves to the
ways of the White farmers. The .Dakotas; however, found the life of the
small .fanner dreary and confining after their earlier pa.ttern of hunting
and raiding; and although a. few members of the tribe made meagr~ attempts
at planting and irrigating crops, . the ma.in attempts at farming were
similar to those of Red Cloud in 1875 who "gave permission for the women
to try their hand at it.nl
The life of the small farmer did not have as much appeal to the
Dakotas as the life of the cowboy who roamed with great herds of cattle
~ver tne plains of Nebraska and the Dakotas. The cowboys became the chief
cµlture~bearers to the Dakotas because .they lived out-of-doors, moved
independently, and were the eq~l of the Indian as horsemen and marksmen. The former way of life of the Dakotas could ea-s ily be converted
to these activities, and the generation of Indians originally placed .on
reservations took to them avidly. They were attracted to the cattle
economy, and ma.de an excellent transition to the culture of the White
plains~n as their herds prosperedo
The result was that the Dakotas appeared to be ma.king a serious attempt to gain a self-sustaining existence and to imitate the dress, . the
bearing and the customs . of the cowboy. But in the background was the
conquering and feeding government which stirred no genuine regard in the
mind of the Dakota; and the agents of this government, aware of the
erosion problem, were forced to decree that in most cases the Dakotas
could .not be cowboys on the small amount of land allotted to them. The
Dakotas could not understand the decrees that destroyed their early efforts at adaptation. They could._not rebel; they- could only express their
discontent over the policies which forbade them to -search for the blessings of White civilization.
laeorge E. Hyde, Red Cloud 9 s Folk, p. ll5.
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Some or· the Dakotas were able to adapt themselves to the new order
in spite of all the barriers placed in their patho They became the basis
of a progre$sive 'group which was Christianized and friendly to the White
culture~ Yet ·~ny ·o thers refused to change~ hated the government, and
were antagonistic to any innovatiDno But it is worth nqting that in the
short time since these Indians roamed the pla~s, the amazing thing is ·
that some of them were able to make a readjustmento . The tragic figure
was the chief who had been to Washington and had seen the White settlements and had returned to his people convinced that the Americans were
too powerful to be successfully opposed. · ~hey were misunderstood by
many of their own people; ·and at the same time. were not accepted by the
Whites. The son of one of the·s e men reported his father 9 s reaction
as follows:l
son, since I hav~ seen all those cities, and the way the
Long Knife People a.~ doing, I begin to realize that our lands
and our game are all_; gone. There is nothing but the lDng
Knives (or White people) everywhere we went, and they keep
coming like flies. So we will have to learn their ways, in
order that we may be able· to live with themo

My

1

R;rsfunctions of the Acculturative Processo It is apparent that
the cont~ct of White and Dakota cultures was accompanied by a large
variety o'r anxiety-arousing situations for the Indians. The acquired
drives of the Dakotas were not the basic pain avoiding drives which
have motiva.t ed many native peoples to accept the inevitable domination .
of the conquerorso On the contrary, Dakota culture inculcated in individuals a desire to suffer for their people -i n order to guarantee that
the society would not be destroyedo The sad situation which the Dakotas
faced was that their traditional bravery under dangerous conditions did
not eliminate the enemy; and in srite of the:Lr best eflorts, they were
threatened by death, disease, loss of home and livelihood, and ultimate
destruction of their whole manner of life.
i

.

Anxiety drives are very strong motives to action; they demand
immediate relief. The Dakotas had the strongest possible incentives to
~efend the old culture pattern. They successfully resisted the White
encroachments for a long time, but they were finally defeatedo And
then the dest~ction of the Dakota society proceeded pell-mello The most
effective progiam,s that the ·Americans could use to subjugate the Indians
were those that destroyed the'' means .of 'subsistence and the kinship
groupings, and these were systematically carried out. The result was a
loss of life-mean:ing for the Dakotas and the appearance of a variety of
disorganization symptomso
Elimination of Means of Subsistence.--The elimination of the principal source of I)akota food supply was accompanied by great anxiety
among the tribeso It was not merely that the loss of the buffalo would
result in hunger and starvation; but the rations offered them by the
Americans; did not satisfy their acquired appetites for those foods that

-
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11uther Standing Bear, My People, the Sioux,. po 151.

had been an integral i:art of their e.xistenceo The rations issued by t he
government were nutritionally adequate. But they we~e not psychologically
rewarding, and even under the stress of hunger were sometimes refusedo
Elim:i.ration of the food supply may .also result in new occup:3.tional demands
which cannot be met within old culture pa.tternso Thus, in spi:t,e of all
kinds of government pressures, men who had been warriors and hunters could
not change into farmers because of the occupg.tional inhibitions in the
Indian culture. The older Indians can remember the times before the
foreigners migrated into their land, killed the buffalo, and plowed the
soil; and while they can no longer revolt against the intruders, they can
dream that tomorrow it will all be over; the goverment agencies will
disappear, and the Supreme Court will restore to them their lands, their
buffaloes, and their gold-or at least p:3.y for having taken -themo In the
meantime, why worry abqut f a ~ ?
The Dakotas were fully aware of the intention of the frontiersmen
when they destroyed .the buffaloes. On~ of. th~ir leaders dramatically
stated their awareness. 1
It was not hard to see that the White people coveted every
inch of land on which we lived. Greed, human greed, wanted the
la.st bit of ground which supported Indian feet. It was l.and--it
has ever been l.and--for which the White man oppresses the Indian
and to gain possession of which he commits any crimeo Treaties
that have been made have been but vain attempts to save a little
of the fatherland--treaties holy to us by the smoke of the
pipe--but nothing is holy to the White man. Little by little,
with greed and cruelty unsurp:3.ssed by the animal, he has taken
all. The loaf is gone and now the White man wants the crumbs.

I

White methods of .exploiting the natural resources of the continent were
completely out of joint with Dakota ideas of land useo Of those reservations, lands which were supposed to belong to the Dakotas for all
times, two-thirds have been lost because they could not adapt their
culture and economy fast enough to White m~thodso 2
The loss of their means of subsistence caused the Dakotas to hope
only for some sort of divine aid in their dilemma. The government often
gave smaller ratio~s of food than promised, and sometimes the rations were
very pooro Although _they might tum down a ration of beef cattle, because
they were so few and . so poor, after a wlµle ·they had to take them or
starve. Black Elk summed it up: "So we got more lies than cattle, and
we could not eat lieso"3
The Great Plains were highly respected and the earth was worshipped
for what it produced by the Dakotas. They believed that "the earth was
bountiful, 11 t~t they were "surrounded with the blessings of the great
1Luther Standing Bear, I.and of the Spotted Eagle, p. 2440
2I.and Planning Committee, Indian land Tenure, Economic Status, and
Population Trends, Po 1.
3John Neihardt, Black Elk Speaks, p. 253.

-

I

•

-

15
mystery~ n 1 The old men of the Dakotas were amaz~ _by the strange philosophy of the White man who "hews down the forest ~hat has stood for
centuries in its pride and grandeur, tears up the bosom of mother earth,
and causes the silvery water courses to waste and vanish away,"' and
while he thus nruthlessly disfigures God 9 s own pictures and monuments,
he daubs a flat surface with many colors, and praises his work as a
masterpiece o n2
. .
The history of the Great Plains has been a story of land exploitation
by the Americans; and the Dakotas, living in the midst of thi"s area, were
unavoidably affectedo The b:ulk of the Dakota population lives and functions
in rural areas, where even with the most efficient use-of their land
resources, the majority lack. sufficient land to support them adequately.
They have managed, however, .on a ·greatly diminished life-base to maintain
themselves for several generationso This struggle for survival on very
limited resources has been possible only because elements of their old
value system, such as sharing and economic cooperation, have endured in
spite of the difficult economic situation on the reservationso The
Dakotas have convincingly demonstrated the old, ·a ll-important truth that
the social heritage of a people will endure even under the most adverse
conditions.
Destruction of the Kinship Groupso--The key to the understanding of
Dakota social organization was their system of kinship groupso It was
through the extended family that pa.rents and grandpa.rents instilled in
their children the customs and values of Dakota lifeo This pattern of
learning could not be broken by defeat, subjugation, or reservations,
as long as the kinship conununity remained intacto This t:ype of community organization exemplified in the tribal group of related individuals was abhorrent to those who wished to destroy the old system of Dakota values. The government hit upon the idea of allotment of land as
a means of dissolving the tribal association and thereby substitute and
individual status. The allotment system would thue weaken or destroy
the cooperating unit of tribal organizationo But in so doing, the allotment advocates were also assailing the only sound foundation upon .
which it was possible to rebuild a transformed Dakota social and economic
organization. · _ . ·,·. ·
The holding of ·1arid under an allotment system was ·.-.very confusing to
the older Dakotas. They observed that men came with instruments to survey the land, and on the basis of a few stakes driven into the ground,
moved them to new locationso A subsequent ' survey might cause them to . move
again, and cha.pges ui ·reserva.tion boundari~s might force them to once
again leave a piet:e o.:f.' iand where '·they were ·settled and happy:o One of the
old Dakota chiefs com~la.i.ned of this treatment to the agento3
Father, we are getting tired of this; we should like to settle down and never move again, but before we pull down otir
lodges I wan~ to ask you a question: When the Great Father
1standing Bear, opo cito, p. 380
2cha.rles Ao Eastman, The Indian Today. pp. 149-150.

3Julia B. McGillycuddy, McGillycuddy Agent, p. 127.

i.

16

t e tn. 1 gr u
o

uffe.,

th

ocial cohe in and

in of kinship gr ups di

·or,
l

17
Seeking for acceptance in the dominant group may be only temporarily rewarding to Dakota youtho Barriers of language, dress, and custom n:ia.y be difficul.t for them to overcome, and they may find :that their
efforts meet_with punishment rather than reward. They may find themselves the supject .or ..ridicule and :invidious comparison, and usually
they will lack the -pr.tyileges accorded to members of the dominant groupo
In some cases, the~ ,_.r eaction, as a way out of confusion and frustration,
is a return to their native society .where they attempt to revive·. and perpetuate their original cultural valueso
·
··
During this transition period of civilization, there is great suffer-

ing among the peopl~ attempting to change their pattern of living.

The
catastrophe of disorganization is -api:arent under the best of conditions.
The Dakotas, in addition, found that conditions off the reservation were
laden with discriminatory practices- and stereotyped thinking toward Indians
which greatly impeded their progress -toward adjustmento It is not surprising, then, that so many of them showed symptoms of personal disorganization; but it is equally amazing that some of them have managed
to develop sound adjustments and well integrated personalities, despite
all the handicaps of their way of lifeo

•
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III.

Problems of Acculturation

The process of acculturation is sometimes accompm;i.ed by unstable
conditions in the changing cultureo These insta.bilitie;; are ·u sually
called problems, but in·~.a sense they are not r e ~ problems requiring a specific solution. Instead they are~ set of .conditions which
are ~ef.i ned as a problem by people· who ca.nno~ understand the changes
which are taking place. There is no ·real problem for those who ~derstand and accept the 9ha.nges taking place in Dakota society; it is the
outsider, looking in, who defines the changing· conditions in Dakota
society as a set of problems.
The culture of any group of people bas certain areas of major emphasis where the changes occur •. The most commonly accepted cultural
areas are family, economic system, political system, education, reli. ·gion, health and 'Nelfare. It is possible for pqrposes of analysis to
separate these major cultural areas and examine the changes 'Nhich are
taking place in each area, realizing all the time that these changes
are all related to each other. Thus in describing the "problems" or
changing conditions in Dakota society this division will be used.
Family Problems--It is first necessary to describe the organization of the Dakota family, which goes back many generations, before the
current changes :in family structure can be understoodo An excellent
analysis of the Dakota family has been presented in Ella Deloria's book,
Speaking of Indians, and the treatment in this source is more detailed
than can be presented :in this pamphlet. It is possible, however, to review some of the ma.in culture traits of the early Dakota family that
have been described in Professor Deloria's work.

The basic social unit in Dakota society was the tiy;osP3:Ye, an extended family grouping ma.de up of individual biological families and
held together by blood ties. Perhaps ten to twenty related families
ma.de up this small band or tiyosraye o At the head of a band was usually
an elderly man of ability, dignity, and prestige who was able
to gain the loyalty of all band members. Since relationships were calculated to much more distant relatives than would be the case in the
American family, it was possible for individual families to associate
themselves with a number of different bands; and if dissatisfied in
one, they could join another. At certain times for celebrations and
important events, a number of these l:ands camped together as a tribe,
and related bands frequently carried on in common such activities as
hunting.
The kinship pattern expressed through the tiyos;aye was the basic
organization of Dakota society. This pattern provided a system of family
relatinnships upon which practically everything else depended. As long
as a man had relatives, he could count on their cooperaticn and help;
without relatives, he was completely destitute. The regulation of
social relations depended solely on a specialized set of attitudes and
code of behavior clearly defined in the kinship ra,tterno A man simply
was not humanized unless he carried out to the letter all the rules of
civility, good manners, and responsibility imposed by the kinship pa.ttem.
It is difficult for the modem individualist to understand how binding
kinship sanctions were on the Dakotas. It was the will.ingness to sacrifice, fight, and die for his people that ma.de a Dakota warrior great.

•
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The kinship rel.a.~ionships in Dakota society were. extremely complex.
The Dakota. youth, in addition to his biological father and mother, had
a close relationship with a number of other adults whom he also accepted as father and mother. These secondary parents included all·' the brothers of his father and the sisters of his mother. The male cousins of
his father were also "fathers," just as the female cousins of his mother
were "mothers." But, on the other hand, his mothervs brothers and male
cousins were considered uncles, while his father's sisters and female
cousins were considered aunts. This meant that when his blood rel.a.tives
married, all their new relatives became his relatives tooo Thus in the
extended family group there was always an older group, the fathers,
mothers, uncles and aunts as the core of the group, and a younger group
·composed of brothers, sisters, and cousins. Kinship ties are assiduously
traced and remembered, and no matter how distant a relative might seem,
he would be claimed by the Dakotas.
Social activities within the kinship organization were based on
various forms of respect expressed in family group relationships. Respect was shown by the use .of kinship terms of add1lss, including the
proper attitude and behavior prescribed by, kinshipo .

.

As you said 111Uncle" --or ''Father" or "Brother0 -in either address
or reference, you must immediately control your thinking of him;
you must assume the ·"Correct mental attitude due the ~rticular
relative addressed and you must express that attitude in its fit-ting outward behavior and mien, according to the accepted convention. Thus, term, attitude, behavior, in the correct combinations,
were what every ~ember of society must learn and observe undeviatingly. They .were .standard and inexorable; they had always beeno
One simply was born into .their rul~ and conformed to them invariably
as a matter of course. The more correctly he could do this, whatever the personal sacrifice involved at times, the better member
of the group he was, the better his standing as a Dakota, the
higher his . preetige as a pere~. ,_ ···

.

.

Respect was also shown in a_.ffection ~nd loyalty toward blood brothers,
and such respect w~s heightened by filial devotion to :rnrents, their
brothers and sisters~ and grandpa.rents.
There was no formal entry into or departure from the extended family group. If a newcomer appeared in a band, and it was not lmown how
he should be placed in the kinship system, the band treated him ld.ndly
until they cotµ.d establish through some mutual relative his place in the
new group. The :~ rson coming into the :group-then assumed the proper attitude and behavior that were associated with his kinship relationships.
.

-

.

Social pressure ~de members of the extended family group aware
that their behavior reflected .on the group 9 s prestigeo Since all members
shared equally in aey p~estige gained by the group, willingness to cooperate
was more important then the ·amqunt of help given; and unless an individual
was perverse or handicapped, he would do nothing that might detract from the
prestige of the ldnship bando If someone did commit an act which harmed
such a close-knit group, he was immediately in the pubµ.c eye, and . .
his relatives could only make excuses for him, that he was under an evil
1Ella. Deloria, Speaking of Indians, PPo 29-30.
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spell or that he didn't know what he was doing, in order to maintain the
status of. their group. The offending individual was constantly reminded
that no Dakota existed except as a member of the kinship _group, that his
actions must never bring sadness to his relatives who deserved only the
greatest respect and consideration.
The biological family unit was usually not very large, for even with
plural wives the number of children was small due to high infant mortality
and voluntary spacing of child-births. But it did not matter if one did
not have many biological brothers and sisters, because in each camp circle
the family was surrounded by related families in a unifying .ring. It was
common for the older people to live in their own tipi near their. children who were married, in case they needed help themselves or could offer
help to others. Two biological families might live togeth~r in .a time
of emergency, but no matter how poor a family might be, it was more
desirable for young couples to have a shelter of their own. In the biological family, the same respect relationships were maintained as in the
extended family, and eac~ _memberVs "social standing .is rated by the nicety with which one guages ·the proper nuance to different persons within
the .~ame category, observing the proper degree of . duties, avoidances, respect, and joking. 0 1
·
The tLyospaye operated as a unit in ·almost all social activities;
the men hunted together; the women worked together; and the children played together. This cooperation was only natural because all members were
closely related and were included in the family circle. Cooperation
among those related by blood was the basis of their family organization
and was .essential to the group and the individual in the attainment of
pr~ t..ige. Competition and conflict were almost c9mplete.J.y muted by the
rules, rights, duties, and responsibilities required of the members in
the extended family group.

.

0
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Family Security.-The social and psychological security of the traditional Dakota kinship group offered members a ·degree of personal freedom unmatched in most modern families of differing cultures. Each individual was valued and protected s.miply because he was related to the
group, and there was always the satisfaction that the sources of his security were multiple--family, kinship, and tribal. If any failed, security was still provided by the others. It was a family system that offered the maximum of unconditional and unsolicited affection to the individual.
·
The only possible way to destroy the kinship system was to break up
these family groups and force the Dakotas to deny their grouphood.: It
did not ta1-::e the WD.i te Americ~s long to attempt this destruction. General Miles suggested that the Dakotas could best be controlled on the
reservations if every _e_f.fort was made to break up the kinship bands. He
wrote,. 0 By this means ·the Indi ans will become independent of their tribal
rela t .ion::; and will not be f ound congregated in ·the large and unsightly
cam,? tli.:J.t cQ"e now usun.L:..,7 met with about their agencies.i 12 Many of the
gov··:~·1.i';;·J:·.:.t acents agr3sd i..;ith this policy, but ··t hey were a little too
1 J ··:--'.! nette M..i.rszy, 1°"fre D2.kota, 0 in Cooperation and Competition
Among Pr:i.rrti.t.·i ve Pee .les, ed. by Margaret Mead, p. 394.
2Nalson A. Miles, Persona.l Re('ollections and Observations, p.

347.

...I

I

I

I

...J

I

21
optimistic about changing the traditional family pattern.
The attraction of family is not easily erased from the Indian nature
after centuries of close and rewarding tiyospaye life. Even today many
young Dakotas . who do not feel at home in general American society return to the security of the reservation family. Admittedly, much 'of th~
security of earlier t:imes has be·en lost, but· there is still enough of_it
left so that they feel more comfortable in the groups of their own·· society
than in an impersonal·, often hostile society ·i ncluding very few groups in
which they can .hop~ _for accepta~1ee·. .
··

•

The degree o{ stability still retained in .the Dakota family .on t~e
reservation is largely dependent upon the assumption of the responsibility
for its directipn and support by the mother. The mother 1 s role did
not suffer as much as that of the males by the destruction of the hunting
and fighting culture. The hunt and the raid were men's activities, and
while the hunters and warriors lost their reason for being, the duties
of mother and housewife continued snd were even increased by the isolation of the household on the family allotment. The Dakota women had always shared equally with the men the joys and sorrows of tribal living.
Although their duties were different from those of the men, they were equally important to the continuation of the family group. The Dakota female exerted the chief influence in the internal affairs of the family,
but she did not interfere in .the activities reserved f-0r the men outside
of the household. It was desirable that she po$sess dignity, skill,
physical endurance, modesty, and spiritual insight. This type of woman
was certainly .well suited to the task of holding a family group together
when the ruins of the old . way of life came tumbling down about her fatnily.
The Dakotas resisted .the changes in their family system which the
government attempted to force upon them. This resistance is well illustrated in the following quotation from Charles ·A. Eastman:l
I was directed not to recognize a plurality of wives, such as
still existed among a few of the older men. Old White Bull was
a ·fine example of the old type, and I well remember h;i.s answer·
when I reluctantly informed him that each man must choose .one .·
wife who should bear his name. "What!" he exclaimed,. .nthese two
women are sisters, both of whom have been my wives for over hai.f
a century. I know the way of the White man; he takes women un-·
known to each other and to his law. ·These two have been faithful to me and I have been faithful to them. Their children are my
children and their grandchildren are mine. We are now living together as brother and sisters. All the people know that we have
been happy together, and nothing but death can separate us."
Yet the unity and security of the Dakota family was bound to bend -under
the influence of White pressure, and although the tiyospaye camp circle
has been broken .and associations within the extended family are less frequent and intensive; there are still a few members of the extended family

-
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lcharles A. Eastmen, From the Deep Woods to Civilization, pp. 184-

close by who can be depended upon in times of distress.
Some of the kinship terminology has ·b een retained among families
still speaking the ·s iouan tongue, and some of the roles of family relationship are still played by members of an extended .family living in
the same neighborhood. The influence of grandparents is often vital in
adherence to the kinship observances among the Dakota youth who might
otherwise be lax in their behavior. It is likely that the old courtship
and marriage customs are not enforced, ·because it is impossible for the
adults to conduct the severe chaperonage and to enforce the male-female
avoidances typical of an earlier day. Friendships formed in schools and
neighborhoods overcome the former courtship pattern and permit practically
free, individual mate selection.l
Marriages are now made with little or no family sanction or
symbolic expression of contract between the two families or the
two pe~sons involved. Formerly the man-made gifts to the girl's
_parents.P and his father's sisters and mother 9 s brothers' wives
equipped the new tepee of the couple with the necessary furnishings • . Ma~riages of social importance were c~lebrated with an
-elaoorate feast and religious performance. Today, the couple
are married by a local missionary or a justice of the peace outside the reservation. The couple are more likely to announce
that they are going to be married than to ask permis.~ion, and
the man makes no gift payment.

-r

The free choice of mat~s- outside the family often confli'cts with the kin.ship attitudes of the young°.DakotaVs extended family,
he may therefore
be confused by the necessity to abide by both social codes.

and

When a family first received their land under the allotment system,
the members usually selected adjoining land. It was not unconnnon for members of the original bands to receive allotments along the same creek,
inabling the descendants of the bands to maintain community groupings.
Although in these communities the families can s_t ill trace their relationship to a common band, in each new generation the individual family
gains in importance as the common relationship becomes weaker and less
meaningful. Moreover, many of the functions performed by the extended
family in the past, such as caring for the destitute, insan-~ , feebleminded, and delinquent, have been taken over by other agencies _on the
reservation. The tiyospaye is disappearing from Dakota life ·with the
expected result of reducing the security available through .t he family
system.
Hospitality.-In addition to providing security, the Dakota tj...yospaye
operated as an agency of hospitality and sharing. Just as all tasks were
performed by everyone in accordance with his ability in order to promote
the common good -of the extended family, so, likewise, all food was shared.
But this did -po~ m~an that all goods were pooled to be shared alike. As
long as th~ ~t~ria.J,, was in a personVs possession, i~ was his _sole right

1Macgregor, op. cit., p. 630
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to give i:t, away or . keep it for himself. However, his kinship responsibilities _m ight impel ·nfu:i"~··t ol surrender it willingly to a relative who was in
need or to whom he owed special devotion or protection. "It made him
ready and happy at all ti.mes to give up anything whenever a situation
developed challenging him to rise to his full stature as a relative.vvl
The kinship pan~s were not made up of a static membership, since
individuals might lefi.ve~t~e group in which they were born and join some
other group for a time-~·-_. Thus while membership was a matter of birth,
residence was a matter of_··:choice. General gatherings or encampments
might bring· several _·bands .:toge~her, and .at 'ti,d.s time hos pi tality reached
its highest· development.-: . it J$,'s
time of · .c elebration, _v-isiting, exchange
of news, and general good time, and relatives vied with one another in
giving gifts and sharing their material goods. It _was a form of group
hospitality. Just as a man could expect hospitality when he went to reside for a time with a band other than the one in which he· was raised,
so, also, when kinship groups were together the same hospitality was
given to all members of the other band.
•

•

-

The patterns of .hosp~tality among the Indians on the reservation today still exist, but in a quite different form.. In place of the feasts and
gift-giving on such occasidns as · a son 9 s f.irst kill or a child's earpiercing, property is given ~way .at funerals, weddings, and other social
occasions. An illustration of the continuation of the hospitality pattern is the annual Fourth of July .c elebration, whtch in some measure has
replaced the Sun Dance as a t:ime to get together and share money and goods
collected during the year with the poorer members of ~he group. The main
difficulty encountered today in extending the traditional hospitality is
that families who have accumulated material wealth are taken advantage of
by destitute relatives who have no means of repaying the hospitality.
The conflict in. values of the old .an4 new cultures caused by pressures to accumulate and ~hare material wealth is apparent in the individual who tries to save. · If he continually refuses to give away his property, he may be practically forced qff the reservation, or, which can be
equally bad for him, he wiil lose his prestige in the kinship group.
The changing attitudes· toward ·property_are creating adjustment problems
for those who reject the generosity.pattern, while -those who -share with
their relatives are taken advantage of and ·are unapl~ to fit into the
accepted pattern of wealth accumulation in White American societyo
Socialization of Children.-Not only ip their hospitality pattern
did the· kinship ·g roup function as a unit. Care of childrep was ail:
extended .f'a.mily.. responsibility, ·and any woman .could go" away to visit
another band with the assurance that her "sisters" and other relatives
would see to it -that the child dict' not go hurigry or stray off or wa~ not
abused. It was -not nec·e s_sary -to have a.n,yol"!-e_._promd.se to ;t.ook after the
child, because the relativevs kinship ·responsibilities .in this respect
_were simply taken for granted. Even if his biological mother was at
home, the Dakota child still had this multiple protection. At an e~_ly

1 Deloria, op. cit., p. 42.

24
age, he .had contact with a great number of relatives who felt responsible
for him; he never had to face the bewilderment of meeting an unpredictable
stranger-he was born into a tiyospazy.
Children very rapidly learned their social duties, since they were
in constant contact with relatives who were conditioning them by example
and suggestion. Even in learning to speak, the child's first words and
sentences were kinship obligatory terms. The training was reinforced by
the warm and loving attention given the child by_a large number of parents.
The small child w~s permitted -almost complete indulgence, thus developing
in him an affectionate loyalty t~ward his parents. Rewards were used to
encourage the child from an early age. to accept responsibility for his
own actions and to cooperate in family activities.
Other relatives were as important in the socialization of the child
as the biological and secondary parents, and the first things the child
learned were the proper term of address and behavior expected for each
of these relatives. The grandparents, for example, practiced warmth,
ease, and indulgence in their relations with their grandchildren to the
greatest possible degree. It was not possible for a grandfather to refuse
any request made of him, and so the grandchild had to learn not to impose
too greatly on his grandfather 9 s generosity. Thus each child obtained
from the combined teaching of his relatives a well-rounded trailriJ'lg $ich
enabled him to take his place in adult society. A boy was taugh_t how to
meet emergencies and to protect himself by his uncles; and he was taught
to be brave by his elder brothers and cousins.
The training of Dakota youth included the· mastery of many skills.
in his teens to be able to shoot with bow and arrow
and to break and ride horses. By this time, v'he has heard old men ·_ teµ.
of their deeds of prowess, he has been taught the meaning of the various
insignia with which a man decorates himself, he has seen young warriors
come home leading -horses and carrying scalps, and he has seen how their
bravery brought ·joy to all their kin·. 0 . In addition, he has been. honored
by his unclesY giving him horses, but he has seen that only those young
men who have stolen horses can honorably purchase a wife," and i~is
elder brothers have taught him how to court a girl. 0 When the time came
for him to seek a vision, h~ was "taught and prepared either by an elder
cousin or by a man with important supernaturai power. it This .was also the
time of training in the art of warfare, even if he failed to achieve
spirit control.l
A boy was expected

The Dakotas ·were never _c ruel to their children, and any parent who
harmed his own child would have been considered crazy. Therefore, when
the Dakotas first observed White child-rear:µ1g practices, · they were
shocked· at the ill-treatment and corporal pm1ishment used in training
White children. They also observed White· parents 9'punish· their own .,
children by pulling . their ear.s ~tii they cried, n and the refore 1 · 9iwhen
a Sioux called the White man Flop Ears, it was no mere derisive nickname;

1MiFsky, op. cit., P• 423
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it suggested that dark cruelty of which no decent Indian parent was
ever guilty.nl Attempts were made by the government agencies during
the early reservation period to change Dakota ideas of child training
to conform to the 1-fuite pattern. Indian mothers were actually given
rules to follow for the nursing of infants, along with the peculiar
threat that Jood ·would be withheld if they faile.ci;to ,conform. In spite
of this coercion, it can be assumed that the -mothers followed their
nspoilingf 7 customs when not under the watchful eye of health and other
auth-0rities.
Dakota parents still display a strong affection for their children
and in turn the · children usually show great filial devotion. This
affect-ion would-also be extended to other relatives, for ·it is likely
that the youth was not raised in only one biological family. As the
families on the reservations today have less stability than formerly,
the 'child may be shifted from home to home, but this does not have the
bad effects expected· in White society. Relatives are happy to' care for
the child, and today if a child deliberately leaves the home of his
parents, or that of a relative, his action -is publicly recognized as a
reflection upon· those who probably failed to provide the attention and
affection to which the child was entitled.
(

Veneration of the Aged.-In the old Dakota culture a man gained in
res·p ect;· as he·· got older, particularly if he could remind the younger men
··of_many brave feats which he has performed in war and on the hunt. A
: younger man also spoke ·with respect for his elders, and the veneration
of'. the aged would never permit a young man ·to contradict or argue with
an ·old man. The grandfathers were esteemEid by the youth as wise men
who, because of their vast experience and knowledge of the best ways,
· should be consulted before a hunting or fighting party set out, and
young men were likely to submit to their injunctions with alacrity.
The grandmother was also highly respected, because she remained
gentle and uncomplaining toward the younger generations. She frequently
took much of the burdensome work off a daughter who was raising a
family. She was careful to see that the children were properly reared
and help~d ·i n their early childhood training. If she :admonished the
children, she·-simply said, nsee, nobody does so, u meaning, r1You must
not, either.n In the Dakota society this mild admonishment was usually
sufficient to deter the children, because they had great respect for
their gra.ndparen~s.2 · · -· ·
·
··
·
But the- changes which have·:.·t aken .·p lace ·i n the Dakota culture in
recent yea.rs have· in some degree ·undermin.ecf the ··t raditional veneration
of grandparents:·. The grandfather still attempts 'to function as a
counselor to the youth, but he no longer has his former prestige because
he has not. b~en able to participate in the activities by which the men
in the past used to gain prestige, and he has not been able to keep up
. 1 ve~tai~-_
op. cit., p. 196.

2Deloria, op. cit., p. 44 •
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with the changes going on in Dakota society. The grandmother is still
the person to whom the child turns in times of need or crisis, but her .~
generosity and kindness are often abused by young people today. It is
not unusual for divorced couples to send their children to live with
her; or even though a young man is old enough to support himself, he
will .visit his grandparents for long periods of tme, contribute
nothing to the household, eat the old person's rations and spend her
assistance check.
Broken Families.--The old Dakotas did not take the marriage vows
lightly, in spite of their simplicity and direc~ness. Although the
marriage ceremony was··a matter of giving gifts such as ponies, saddles,
or buffalo robes to the brideVs family, usually involving little formal
ceremony, the marriage ties were sufficiently binding and influential in
a small band so that broken families were very uncommon. However, if
conflict did develop in the biological family, the solution was to leave
before the tension became unbearable. Not only could the wife return to
her family band, children could at times decide to live for a time in
another band or with grandpa.rents, or whole families might leave the
kinship group if it seemed wise to avoid an uncomfortable situation.
The tendency to break marital ties has been greatly accelerated by
contact with American life. Unsatisfactory domestic relations are coIIDnonplace on the reservations. The biggest domestic .problem is lack of
income, and the wife is in no position to exert pressure on her husband
to earn more while the husband never suggests that the available funds
be more wisely expended. Husband and wife take little responsibility
for each other's actions, and distrust between the married couple is not
at all unusual. In this kind of economic and domestic situation, application of the old cultural tradition of avoiding tension as a means of
adjustment results in frequent temporary and permanent separations.
Another factor which. may increase tension in the contemporary Dakota
family is the presence of relatives in the household, although this is
not nearly as important as a cause of trouble because of the kinship
and hospitality patterns previously described. The effect of overcrowded Dakota households is not nearly so demoralizing as congested
living in a modern city, but the strain under which kinship obligations.
are now functiqning suggests that this problem may loom larger in the
future.
Economic Problems.-The buffalo hunting econonw of the Plains
Indians was so appealing to aboriginal peoples that it rapidly spread
throughout the Ame·r ican continent. The hunting pattern of the Teton
Dakotas was similar to that ·of other Plains Indians ~xcept that they
emphasized group cooperation to a greater extent than any other tribe.
It was especially the case when the buffalo were scarce that cooperation
between tribal groups was vital to success. The bands hunted individually, but every effort was made to:·distribute the kill among the family
groups. If a large herd was encountered by one band, they killed only ·
what they could use and then passed the rest along to the nearest band.
Large encampments of Dakotas were made only for celebrations or protection, because there were never enough buffalo in any area to support
more than a minimum number of bands. As the bands moved about, however,

27
they followed a pattern, generally camping and hunting i11:_~l_le same region
during the same season. In this way, they did not intert~~e. with the
hunti~-.o f ne±ghborihg bands and could more accurately @age :the available feed supply~
·
... The ·acquisition of horses by the Plains Indian ~9iitributed greatly
to the prosperity ." and freedom·of the buffalo hunting economy. Prior to
the iirtrqduction of ·horses, the Dakota Indians had to -la.bQriously stalk ·:.
the buffalo on foot, the meat had to be carried in packs on their backs,
traveling was limited, and .there were frequent periods· o.f ·m sufficient
food. · 'Once they began tq obtain horses, however, the warrior and his
family could hunt the buffalo with greater ease and success~ Horses
were the only thing·s regarded as personal property in the Dakota tribes.
Warriors were willing to risk their lives to obtain a horse as a prize
in battle or as a reward tor risking their lives to steal the animal from
another tribe.
Since a young man could not inherit horses from his father, because
a personVs property was distributed outside the immediate family when
he died, running off the horses of an enemy was the honorable way ·for a
young man to make his start in life.l The members of a successful horsestealing expedition were greeted upon their return with great demonstrations, and the participants were 0 regarded as heroes and brave warriors."
When the whole camp had gathered around the camp fire to welcome the
returned warriors, they related nthe history of their expedition, each
giving his individual experience and adventures to attentive listeners. 172
The available food was utilized to promote the welfare of the group,
and was not considered as personal property to be hoarded or sold dearly.
In fact, food was freely given to anyone who visited a Dakota camp.
When the first White men visited the Dakota villages, they were given the
best available food and were not expected to pay~ Natura.D:y;· ~hen ·th~
Dakotas went to visit the White man 9 s villages, they expected .this
courtesy to be returned. Instead, however, they were ·expected to ps.y
when they asked for so~ething which they believed should have been
freely and generously offered to them in the first··. plad~-. Therefore,
they could not help believing the owner of the gooas _to be ungenerous.
The Dakota attitude wa.~- such that goods arid··possessions were of no
great value. Property did not _influence social position in the tribe
unless it was used as a gift· to honor someone. ·_A6cumu.lation of goods
and long-continued posses~ion of ma.terial things·we~e ·suspect. Prestige
attached to property was no~ _in the good itself, ·bti~1n the way the
possessions were presented as an honor in an informal naming ceremony
or a highly formalized, ~<?l;lSpicuous Sun Dance celebrationo Property is
extremely unimportant to the. Dakota when compa.red'•with htima.n r ·e lations.
But if it could be used to improve or solidify human relations, property
achieved importance. A young man might have his gift of a horse to his
bride 9 s father supplemented by several of his uncla~s horses in order
.
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that their family could make a good impression. But it was not the
a.mount of the gift, it was the cooperation, expressed thro-µgh sharing of
possessions, which gave the family prestige and respectabilityo
L9.nd Resources.--Ea.rly commercial contact with the Whites placed
little strain on the land resources of the Great Plains; but later the
settlers .were anxious .to convert the Indians to agriculture. Captain
Meriwet~er Lewis reporf?ed his observations on this matter.l
. -~ .with what consistency of precept with practice can we say to
the Indians ·whom we wiah to civilize, that agriculture and the
arts are more productive of ease, wealth, and comfort than the
occuP3-tion of hunting, while they see distributed over their
forests a number of White men engaged in the very occupation
which our doctrine would teach them to abandon. Under such
circumstances it cannot be considered irrational in the
Indians to conclude that our recommendations to agriculture
are interested, and flow from a wish on our J:G,rt to derive
the whole emolument arising from the peltries and furs of
.. their country, by ta.king them to ourselves.
There was a basic difference between the Dakotas and the Whites in
their attitude toward the use of land resources. The Dakotas, believing
that "mothern earth gave birth and sustained life for all living
creatures, loved and revered the earth. The people were therefore kin
to all other living things, all possessing equal rights. The Caucasian
philosophy, on the other hand, ms that ma.n is superior to the natural
order. Things of the earth were earthly--belittled and despised--to be
heartlessly destroyed in order to promote man vs right to live. This
difference in attitude caused much misunderstanding between Indian and
White. The Dakotas accused the invaders or indiscriminately hewing
down the forests, exterminating the buffalo, killing the beaver.and
dynamiting his wonderfUlly constructed dams, "allowing flood. waters
to wreak further havoc," and silencing nthe. very birds of the a::1.r. 112

•

The wanton waste of natural resources and callous indifference
toward the land ~shown by most Wlµ.te settlers cau~ed real resentment
among the Dakotas. They looked upon the settlers as usurpers of their
country, responsible for confining them on reservati-0ns with insufficient
resources and nothing t ·o ' do~ · Thus the Indians were forced to take up
agriculture in which they were unskilled. They had to give up war-like
activities and the chase to depend upon uncertain crops which the!tho~est labor could not always provide on inadequate land res~ur~es.
Today the major reservation problem is low income resq.lting from
this lack of resources. Agriculture provides less than thirty .J:>erce.nt

~lliot Coues, History of the Expedition Under the Comma.ncl of
Lewis and Clark, Vol. III, PP• 1236-1237.
2standing Bear, land of' the Spotted Eagle, p. 166.

-

of all income received by the Pine Ridge Indians. About twenty percent
of their income comes from non-agricultural employment, and over fifty
percent comes from government sources, including wages and federal and
state relief. It is quite clear that the available land can never
possibly provide enough to support these Indians even at their present
low standard of livingo 1
Working Skills--The male skills of the Dakota culture were hunting
and fighting. Hunting was the routine method by which the warrior provided his family with food; and fighting was his sport, the field in
which he could gain the attention of his fellow men. Even hunting called
for a more warlike and aggressive behavior than sedentary farming, an
occupation which, when compared with their former activitiesg appealed
little to them and thrilled· them lesso
It was reported that ·Red Cloud said: 2
•

j
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•
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Father, .t he Great Spirit did not make ·us 't o· work. He made us to
hunt and fish. He gave us the great prairies and hills and
covered ~hem with ~uffalo, deer, and antelope. He filled the
rivers and streams with fish. The White man can work if he
wants to, but the Great Spirit did not· make us to work. The White man owes us a living for the lands he has taken from us.
•
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Because this attitude conflicted with the traditional desirability
of working with the soil on the American frontier, -the Indians were
called 0 lazy.n Actually hard work in hunting or fighting was welcomed
by the Dakotas; they s:imply preferred their tribal ways to the work
skill required in settled agriculture.
For a brief time in the early years, there was some success on
the reservations in teaching warriors to take care of herds and flocks,
but even the life of the rancher and cowboy was not sufficiently dramatic
and varied to erase the old ways from the minds of the Dakotas. For
the youth there was little instruction in agriculture . to prepare him
for farming, and his life was therefore practically devoid of any goals:
~iffe could hope neither for glory in Plains Indian type of warfare, nor
for success in terms of the American scale of values. 0 .3 What is described as 0 J;ndian shiftlessness'1 is largely a lack of any appealing
goalo
Even if a Dakota had training and developed new work skills, there
was no guarantee that he could become a financial success. This point is
illustrated in the following story of a Dak~ta youtho4
1H. D. McCullough, Economy of the Pine Ridge Reservation, p. 8090
21.foGillycuddy, 2E..o cit~ , p. 103 •
3George Devereux, Realitv and Dream, Po 10.
4ne1oria, 2J2..! cit., p. 1240
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He got his 11Sioux benefitn and spent it all on a course in
·auto _m echanics, for that was his bent. He was sometim~s
homesi~k in the distant city where he trained, but he did
not go home till he finished. Then he set up a little shop
pack of his home. People brought work to him, though some
ca.me without any money to pay for the worko But he was
related to them all. He would not dream of saying, 51Show me
first your money.,n but went ahead and did their work. Some
paid; ~th~rs, who were · obviously too poor, he told not
to·bother. ·This was what a Dakota relative should do.
Money Econom.y~-To understand the economic values of the Dakotas,
it is necessary ·t o r~alize that money and ambition were insignificant
in comparison with a dr'eam, a cloud in the sky, o;r change in the wind.
Symbolic events and experiences could challenge their deepest th9ughts,
but material possessions in themselves meant nothing to them. A few of
the older Dakotas realized that these economic values could not survive
in a society dominated by a money economy. Charles Eastmanjs father
said to him that the old ways were best in the Dakota society .1 '1But
here is a race which has learned to .weigh and ~easur,e everything, time
and labor an4 the re~ults of ·1abor, and ··has learned- to ·accumu.J.ate ·:and
preserve both wealth and the records ' of experience ·for fu~ure generationso"
The incompatibility of the two ·ways of economic life are easily
observable in the old Dakota who shares his money with friends and
relatives until he needs further assistanceo According to Dakota values,
he has gained in .Prestige in the eyes of his group for his generosity and
hospitality; but according to American economic v·a lues, he has failed to
manage his money properlyo
There is often a stigma attached to the accumulation of wealth
among Indian famµ_ias on the reservation. The status of the family may
be expressed .in the .p hrase, ''They have money." ·This remark is a condemnation of a family that does not conform to the Dakota values.
Accumulation of prop~rty is therefore a basi~ for social ostracism.
The economic teachings which Indian children receive at home are
often dir~ctly contradictory to the precepts heeded- by Horatio Alger for
participation .in a doll~ civilization. Individuals who might wish to
com~~te economically are frequently subject to intangible ridicule; and,
anyway, their economic ambitions are invariably defeated by their loyalty
to their family group. Professor Deloria presents a good illustration of
the problem:2 .
·
·. ; ·
Here is a man, a Hampton graduate. He comes home with
some advanced ideaso He has had a simple course in business.
He decides to try his wings. He buys out the local trader
and starts ino He would do all right, perhaps, if he were
in another community. But ,n9w his_uncle comes, asking for
credit. 10f course. 0 And he even adds, remembering his
uncles great regard for his mother who is now qead, tmt,
Uncle, you need never payo 0
·

---·-- ·-----

lcharles A. £astman, From Deep Woods to Civilization, p. 8.
2Deloria, op. cit., p. 122.
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The thinking of the Dakotas about monetary matter is ev~n apparent
in their lariguage. The customary way to say "I bought this 0 . is I took
this. n The ideas of i7he sold it to me," "he gave it to me, VY and "I
paid him," the Dakota language expresses simply as "I gave h:u;n. 0 ~ changing items of equal worth between relatives is an idea·th"~t they
could not unde'r stand.l
But private property in land i's taking on new mean-i ng· to -~he ....
Dakotas since the rental and sale of allotments have been ma<le pos~ible.
At their present stage of accult1,U'ation, money obtained by leasing or
selling the land means obtaining cash with littie effort, but then the
real value of the land to an agricultural economy is not realized. In
like manner, the position of . t>he wage-w(?.r ~er is .better than the farmer's
because cash is not consider~d property' in.. quite · the same sense as goods
and therefore not subject to .the rule·s _o f . ~o-s pi-t ality. The wage earner
can also hide his money and appear poor·, while food and objects are
always apparent to relatives with whoni sharing is. expected. Spencµng .
money is approved, so the wage-worker is in .~ _better position to live ·.
a life of some luxury by spending the money on himself as long ·as he .
does not accumulate material possessions.
The!e has been some improvement in deaj.ing wi~h the money econoley'
among those families on the reservation who have had some success as .
farmers or · ranchers. The government policy of dealing with families as
an.economic unit has caused some changes in attitudes and values, and
naturally som~ ·e·_bonomic customs of the dominant society are bound to_
find acceptance ·.in a limited number of cases. But the great majority.
are still confuie4 about the money economy, and their adjustments ~o it
are more suitable to a noncompetitive society than to our modern, highly
competitive economic system.
Gift-giving.-It is evident that possession of property had no prestige value in the Dakota culture. But to publicly express love and
respect for others_by giving them property or giving it away in their
name-that was the highest expression of cooperation in the extended
family. Gift-g~v:ijlg was not a direct exchange, but ~here was always
giving and re~eiving among all members of the kinship group so that
no one person was likely to suffer hardship. Gifts were given on all
ceremonial ·c:s~cas1:ons, including those o·c casions when relatives . mourned
a lost brave or ·when they rejoiced over the triumph of a· warrior. As
a matter i:,f · fact, any time it was appropriate to help a · neighbor or
honor a relat+ye . w~s . considered a gift-giving occasi9n. ·
These people were understandably confused when they found that · ;· .. ·.,
wealthy White visitors refused to show them the same generosity . .
Yankee thrift and sharp practtces could only be abhorrent to the Teton
Dakotas. They concluded that the White strangers were stingy and
inhospitable.

1 south Dakota Department of Public Instruction and South Dakota
Indian Commission, Indians of South Dakota,. -p. 46.

32
The feasts and 11give-aways" are still carried out by the reservation
Dakotas whether or not they can afford it. To ignore the death of a
relative and to fail to give gifts at that time cause such criticism
that mourners feel obligated to conform to the old customs. Whatever
social cohesion still exists among the. kinship group depends upon the
ideal of generosity. It is not surprising that individual families find
it difficult to reject this custom which prevents their accumulation of
material goods. The practice may be somewhat mitigated by the realization that most families have limited resources badly needed for their
immediate requirements. But on the other hand, it is not uncommon for
a family to visit relatives and depend upon their hospitality no matter
what_. the drain on the budget may be.
.
Th~ old moral values of th~ Dakotas were based on respect, loyaltyr
and duties to other members of ·the extended family group. It was the
moral obligation of the individual to ·cooperate, be generous, and promote
the family interes.t s by every m~ans at }:lis command. In an economic
system based on -highly valued material possessions, these moral principles
are partially. obstructed by the desire to promote individual economic
interests. Again the youthful Dakota finds himself in an untenable
position between the old moral obligations and the new material culture.
Political Problems.--The close kinship ties of the Dakota Indians
were vital to thei~ social control organization. Each family formed a
part of the camp circle and in the center of the circle was the counciltipi, the focus of community life. At this central point gathered the
council composed of elderly men of experience and prestige from the
family groups within the encampment. The council ~ong with the chief
decided upon a variety of group activities; they made plans for the
buffalo hunt, called bands together for intratribal meetings, and
~ettled disputes.
The usual method of settling questions in the council was by
discussion. The people often gathered to talk things over. They
gave speeches in which by gifted oratory they tried to convert the
opposition. The older men were usually able to exert the greatest
influence because they were respected for their wisdom, yet a young
man might also be heard if he prefaced his remarks with the following
words: f7.My father will hear my words with indulgence for I am young
and without experience; I have not yet taken my place in the councils
among those whom age has given wisdom or vaior has made illustrious. 0 1
The chief did not have any extensive control, usually having
authority only in his own little camp of kinsmen because of his position
as head of the band. Equality was highly stressed among the warriors,
and thus a chief nrust be outstanding in .order to gain his position.
It seems likely that, particularly after contact with the Whites., a
strong leader could draw support from other bands in waging war. As
soon as the emergency was over, however, the authority of the leader
would be confined once again to his own small band.

1Trobriand, op. cit., pp. 126-127.
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Leadership among the Dakotas required sacrifice. The war leader
nrost al.ways be in the forefront of battle and raust always protect his
followers at the risk of his own· life. The leader of a band must
consider the welfare of the group rather than his own personal glory.
He must be the first to give gifts_, but the last to receive them. He
must help the unfortunate, and expect no aid in return. He must be a
real servant of his people.
The control function in the band was performed by akicita or
nsoldier societies.n They were associations of the outstanding young
men who ,. were chosen each year to act as the policing unit. An invitation "to···J oin the society 'was ·given on the basis of individual accomplishments and family group prestige. ·. Thus the societies ensured the
cooperation of .the most po~erful extended families. If a young man
refused the hon~r, it meant' that he Wa$· failing in his duties; and, as
a result, the prestige· of his family suffered. · Additional police functionaries might be added to the regular societies on special occasions
when extra service was required.
The soldier societies were under the domination of the council and
chiefs, and they followed orders given to them by the chief, as an
executive officer, after the orders had been . agreed upon in council. It
was also possible for members of the soldier societies to be members of
the council which discussed and agreed upon the activities of the band
in ceremonial life, war, and the food que~t.
The functional roles of police societies were maintaining order,
protecting group status, preserving ben~ffcial relations with~the
supernatural, and guarding the tribe's .material possessions. Their
work was especially important during the buffalo hunt or military
expedition. They .were required "t:o· _k eep order while the party was in
movement, guarding ~ga_irist· surprise··attacks_, restraining the overzealous,
urging on the st'r agglers, and insuring that ·no ·one left the group without proper authority. vil In the camp, their duties were to act as guards,
prevent violations of tribal orders, settle disputes, detect and judge
the innocence or guilt of suspects, punish guilty individuals, and
compensate individuals harmed by the crimes of others.2
The social control of the soldier societies was greatly supplemented by group sanctions. The satirical sanction was essential in Teton
Dakota society to .indicate disapproval in an informal way. The sanction
of group commendations, as in the p~blic recital of meritorious deeds,
was the formal means of expressing approval. Although information on ·
family group sancti~ns is limited, they were undoubtedly strong in
expressing both approval and disapproval in an informal way. As pointed
out in the section on family problems, it was the close identification
with the family group which guaranteed that the individual would fulfill
his obligations and responsibilities.
1 Fred Egg~, Sod c1,l Anthropology of North American Tribes, p.
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21Jnnnan D. Humph:t·A~T, "Police and Tribal Welfare in Plains Indian
Cultures , YW .,.ournal of C:~_:_):1·:.1al Law and Criminology XXXIII (May, 1943),
p. 160 .
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Administration of the Indian Agency.--From the. beginning, the
White men failed to understand the P91itical organization of the Dakota
tribes. They thought of .the chieftaincies as monarchies like those of
Europe, and they held the chiefs responsible for matters over which
they had absolutely no control. Much of the difficulty between the
Whites and Indians arose over treaties. The American government invariably wanted to deal with chiefs who could be counted upon to enforce
the provisions of the treaty on all the warriors, when actually no
chief in the Indian social structure could possibly have such authority.
}~owever, such limitations on the chief 9 s power did not disturb the agents
of the government, for they blissfully continued to assume that absol~te
power was vested in .the chieftaincy.
·
.:
When a chie~ ~d sign a treaty, he wa:s taking a risk that ·his
actions would not be approved by his people. In ma.ny cases, ~he
government actually attempted to create chiefs who could not possibly
have any authority in the Dakota. nation; and those synthetic chiefs,
considered traiters and usurpers, had to . have protection because their
lives were in danger from their own people. Yet governmental representatives sometimes assumed that treaties signed by these synthetic
chiefs were binding on all the people of the tribes. Even if . the treaty
w.as signed by legitimate leaders, there was danger of misunderstanding
or misrepresentation. When the government attempted to enforce some of
those treaties, the Dakotas would then realize that they had been
swindled.
To make matters even worse the government agents sent out to deal
with the Dakotas were usually political appointees with little lmowledge
of the Indians. Usually anxious to promote themselves at the ~xpens~
of others, and frequently downright dishonest, they coul~ not _:be co~ted
on to be just. About 1870, in an effort to reduce the mishandl~ of
Dakota affairs, it was decided by· Congress that t~~ .ag~nts should be
nominated by the churches, which would assume responsibility for their
act;l.ons. Yet one of the Dakota agents, "who went to church twice on·
Sundays and twice during the rest of the week and spent most of his time
in communion with ministers, was indicted on thirty-two counts, including charges of larceny, embezzlement, conspiracy, fraud, falsification
of public records, and forgery in all their degreeso 0 1
The problem of administration was further complicated by a conflict
of policy between the War Department and the Indian Bureau. The military
men ~ere pulling one way with their philosophy .that the Dakotas must
be forced .to submit to the exploitation of superior powero Pulling.
in the other direction were the Indian agents who talked "progress"
and ''humanity" as they enriched themselves through an almost
uninterrupted series of fraudso2
From the point of view of the Indians, it was generally a
toss-up as to whether the Army was to kill them or the
1 P~de, opo

cit., P• 188.
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Indian Bureau was to rob and sta~e them.. However, an
impartial compromise was effected, so that these enterprises were attempted alternately and in rotationo
The social control organization in the tribal groups was rapidly
breaking down under such maladministrationo Traders gave warriors.
medals and papers naming them as chiefs in return for protecting themo
The Indian agents and military officers followed the same practice with
different warriors, and even the missionaries in some cases did the
same thing. Every tribe had a large number of members claiming some
sort of vague chieftaincy not in any way related to election by the
tribe itselfo
As the Dakota establishments on the reservations became more
permanent, a native police force was established by the agento Some
of the older leaders, such as Spotted Tail and Red Cloud, tried to gain
control of these forces, but the agent in charge was usually able to
control them, p:3.rticularly after some of the older chiefs died; and so
the loyalty of the police to the tribe began to declineo The chieftaincy was vitiated by the loss of basic functions--performance of brave
deeds and support of a powerful family. As the ol~ men with war honors
died, quarrels arose over succession, and since the government offered
no support to the institution, the function of tribal leader definitely
began to decline in importanceo
The extension of sovereignty over the Dakotas by formal means has
come about concomitantly with their enforced readaptation on individual
farms in locai settlements and isolated communitieso Gradually, the
soldiers were withdrawn, and the administrator and the civil servant
assumed controlo Administration then became more efficient, honest,
and humane; but after their early experiences with government agents,
it was difficult for the Dakotas to trust those who deserved and needed
trust in order to help them make the necessary adjustments.
The main problem of reservation administration at the present time
is this distrust of agency employeeso There is certainly plenty of
reason for the Dakotas to question the sincerity of members of a
hierarchical organization which emphasizes advancement and distrust of
anyone 'VJ.ower. 0 The inconsistency of the agency policies is interpreted
by the Indians as hypocrisyo The discrep:3.ncy between theoretical
idealogy and real practice has caused the government to lose the battle
for democracy. The older Indians, reared in a true hunter democracy,
are fully aware of the lack of equality and democracy in a government
agency emphasizing po sit _:l.on .and advancement o
The Ration System._:.-The Dakotas were an honorable people, and thus
they assumed that such a great personage as Uncle Sam would do well by
them They could not doubt his generosity, because it was inherent in
their gift-giving values tha.t !if someone makes me glad with a gift, I
am mindful not only of the gift but also the spirit that prompted himo
0
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m.~

:I am honor~d . py
r~gard. t _oward me; he gives freely without any
provision -to. safeguard himself. "l .I t ·was in this spirit that the Thlkotas
accepted ra.tions .£rom the government~. · After a11, ·1t was ·not charity.
From the point of ·view of 'their culture, it was the duty of Uncle Sam
to give to tlte .poor, espec~lly those -who were ma.de. poor through
circums~nc_e s they_c~ul~· not . control:-c, -. ··· It was Uncle ·Sam 9 s way of $bowing
tharn.e ·~s·an.,llonorable. g~11-~rous benefactor; and although they could
·n ot .. at _pre~ent . give _gitts in return, if ever a· time ca.me. when they could,
·they c·e_r ta,~ ::would not ~ - found wanting o
: ·
• ,
.

·!.

,

t

•

· . ~~ce . the Da~otas did n~t wish to be like Whit~ men, but since the
government insisted on ma.king them so, then it wa.s logical for the
Indians to believe that they should be supported while being forced to
make the _tra.~itiqn from: one-. culture to another" Red Cloud expressed
this belief·, in }us
.list. of .wants J.
·
.

.

For

seyen generation~ to co~e, I .want the government to give ·.·
us Texas st~ers for our meat. I want ·the government to issue
for .me hereafter flour, coff~e, and tea, and bacon of the best
·kind_, and ·shE\3lled corn, and beans, and rice, and dried apples,
and sa.leratus, and tvba.coo., and salt and pepper·· for .t he old
people • .. want a wagon--a light wa.gon--with a -·span of horses
and six_yoke of work .cat~le for. each family. . I. want a sow and
a ·boar, and a cow and a bull, and a sheep and a ram, and a hen
and a cock for me. I want some White men's houses built at this
agency _fo~ the IndianSoooonice, black; shiny .furniture, dishes
·a.nd a scytpe, arid a mowir)g ma.chine, an~ a sawmill ••

+
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. . Oh rat.i ons days· the ·;"Indians flocked to~:the agen~ies to receive the

ratioris and'·gi~e ~he ·a gerit -their opinions ·, of . the way he has ha.ndllrig
their goo·d~,.--·. -·They· ca.~ed the· agent ·"our WJ:ute man" and thought ofi him
as a ··k ind of ·butler given 'them by the Great Father to serve themo But
their ,a.tt.itudes concerning the rationing system soon changed. They were
constantly spying on the agent., because they often had grounds to suspect he .was ~tealing . rrom th~m.. Also' it became impossible for the
Dakotas to continue their gift-giving conception of rations when they
were used-·as a ·,_ threat:-- to support enforced acculturation. Members of
the tribes began to regard ~_he agencies merely as rat'ion statio·nse · '.
They ·would simply mpve from ,.one_:~o another ·and claim their share of
goods, visiting -~ith relatives for ._ a time-. They became completely ·
dependent U:pori ·_the _.- gover~ent for · f?upport. The Indian ~pe.rtmetit . wanted
them to bec9)ne _s elf-sqpporting; ~nd ~o~cluded that this could ·only be
done by cU:ttinf off _their rations. · .' Wh:en this severe measure was put
into effect, s'tarvation·rollowed, and anxiety increased among the tribes
'Who had no means of feeding ·themselves by their own labor. Pauperiza.tion
bad resulted from their loss of .s ubsistence under circumstances ·which
ma.de: self_:sustenance impossible.
. '·
.. ,,
lne1oria, op. cit., pp. J£9-130.

2Hyde, Q9o cit., P• 245.
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The policy of discontinuing rat~ons has prevailed
the present
In some degree·, this negative policy has
been compensat.ed for by various types of categorical government . assistance and aid from private welfare agencieso The most obvious results
have not been changes in the Da.ko~ ·way· of life, but rather a lower
standard of living, dependence ':1-pon ·t.qe_agency, pa.uperi~tion, and
inadequate social control,, ·:.. ·-.::, ... ·
·. ·
da.y with minor exceptions.

·~.'·
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.
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.

'
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Educational ·Problems •....:In ~Dakota __society, the children were taught
informally through example and suggestion and formally through ceremonies
held at various stages··in ~he child 9 s dev~_lopnent. The educational
system was designed for only:· one purpo~e-.-to:·, teach the young person
the best ways of living in Dakota society.-·_., ~ome of the principles
receiving special attention were hospitality/::;generosity, respect for
relatives, and endurance . of hardship and suff~ringo ·--: +t was an education
in human relations, designed to fit .the .i,ldivi~l -·into:.-his rightful
place in his kinship group.
.
· · ~,; ·. ·' /.~·~ _; ·./.· . -· ... . . : .· · ·
,.

·.·-~·y· ... ~-- ·_._ .

.

The childhood training pg.tt,em ·fn th~. Dako~: culture has··b.een
described in a preceding section dealing with .ra.mily' . problems. ·It~~
not necessary, then, to treat this matter in deta:iJ.:lt~re, but·:~ can
proceed to some of the changes which have· taken place···~ . educa:t;,~onal ·
practice as a result of the acculturation process. ·,
··
·,· ·. ·:··_ ;
•

•

•

,I

• • • • ,:

..

;

....

I

Cultural Isolation.--It is quite··api:arent that the cul.tura.1.- d~\relopnent of Dakota society has been limited by isolation. Before .th~y ·
had contact ·with western civilization, the Dakotas were iso~ted by :-.,·_
natural circumstances. On the reservations they have been isolated by ·
government policy, and o:ff the reservations by segregation and discrim- ·
ina.tion. The opporti.mities for learning new ways of living are definitely limited by isolation, because the .home group can only perpetuate
in their !mown practices.
Cha.r1es F,a,stma.n has described his education as an Indian in- the
following words. 1
From childhood I was consciously tra.ined ·to be a man; that
was, after all, the basic thing; but after this I was trained to
be a warrior and a hun~er, and not to care for money or possessions,
but to be in the broad~st sense a public servant • . Atter arriving
at a reverent sense of the pervading presence- of the Spirit and
Giver of Life, and a deep consciousness of the brotherhood of man,
the first thing for me tq accomplish was to ·a.dapt myself perfectly
to natural things--in other words, to harmonize myself with r.nture ~
To this end, I was made to build _body both symmetrical and enduring--a house of the soul. to live in--a. sturdy house, defying the
elements. I must have faith and P3-tience; I must 1earn self-control
and be able to maintain silenceo I must do with as little as
possible and sta~ with nothing 1D.O~t of the time, because a· true
Indian always shares w}:latever he ~y ~ssess •
•

....'•
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This was typical. of the content of Dakota education. Dro F.astma.n then
proceeds to explain his education in boarding schools and colleges under
the White ma.n's system ~d to describe the limitations on the acquirement of the White man's lmowledge, those llmitations ·. enforced by isolation.
Besides Dr. Eastman, there were others who also went out in~o t~e
'White man's world for an education and then came back to help their .
people. Many times th~ Dakotas who return realize they cannot overcome
the overwhelming problems, and they·resign them.selves to the ways of
their isolated people. But this "return to the blanket," as .it is
called by White men, is not considered a defeat by. the Indian. It is .
his way of finding something spiritual to support .him when .he finds the
outside world hostile a.nd unrewarding~ A remarkable illustration was
the case of Plenty Horses, who was on trial for kiJJing an army officer.
He frankly admitted the crime and said:l
I am an Indian. Five years I atte~ded Ca.rlis~-e and was
educated in the ways o:f the White man. I ~en I returned
to my people I was an outcast among them. :ti-fas no
· longer an Indian. I was not a White man:> I was lonely.
I shot the lieutenant so I might make a place for myself
among my people. Now I am one of them. · I shall be hung
and the Indians will bury me as a warrior. They will be
proud of me. I am satisfied.

It is the insecurity of the Dakotas in society off the reservations
which ca.uses them to continue to isolate themselves. Such isolation
haf? an effect on childhood education because the P3,rents are not
sympithetic towards the attempts to ._ . prep:1,re their youth for a life they
do not themselves value or understand. Much of ·the confusion and uncertainty about non-resenation life··is transmitted to the children by the
pirents so that the young people likewise feel insecure in any environ.:..
ment except the one with which they are ramn:Jar.
The Boarding Schools.--Dakota children were taken from their parents
to be sent to schools designed to teach them the American way of lite.
At the same time, the children were receiving their earliest training
in the home where they were taught the Dakota way of lifeo Naturally,
this dual educational system was extremeiy confusing. It was .not uncommon for children to sing brave songs on. their way to the boarding
schools, because they expected to die at the hands of the White teachers.
The strong kinship attachment probably complicat-ed the attempts at
boarding school education more than any other s~e factor,. For
example, if a young Dakota wa.s doing well in ~chool, ·he would-still run
away to see a sick pa.rent, even .if .it meant that he ·would mis~ the final
examination.
· ·,
.

.

.

Another dif'ficulty encountered in . Indian education i~ -t hat involving the transmission of the life vaJ.u~s and drives of the White conmunity to the child. It ha.s sometimes been assumed that education can
directly control individual behavior; but the fallacy of this assumption
is seen in the Dakota drives that are not necesaarily co.n4,itioned by
llfcGillycuddyi op. cit., p. 272.·
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education. The schools are filled with educators who teach the children
according to American standards, and -believe· they are doing a good job. ·.
The attitudes ·of. the'-teaoher. when tne Indian child fails· to conform to
the instructional ·pa.ttem is that the· child,. ·mentally backward, ha.s
failed. Actually, . the truth nay be that the teacher has failed. Sound
principles of education hold that the individual motivation to learn is
more important tha.n the educational ·system, and the boarding schools
have frequently violated this prlnciple by pitching the educational
system at a level that has no relation to the previous experience .and
training of the child.
·
The teaching of history to American children gives them great pride
The child can identify himself with the frontiersmen
who, in the face of great hardships, conquered this rich and beautiful
country, fought desperate savages, and perfonned heroic deedso It
must be app:i.rent that this kind of history cannot produce the pride of
identification. in. Dakota children.-· To the Dakota children, the frontiersme~ turn out to be those who treated theit ancestors· as inhuman savages,
stole their la.nd, destroyed their society,·· and diseased their bodies o
in their ancestors.

.Yet despite the great differences in idea.logy, many Dakota. ?3,rents
honestly desired that their children obtain a White boarding school
education. The children then interpret the conflicting teachings of
home and school as a ?3,rt of the opportunism required of themo They are
usually able to live in two value systems without open rebellion or inner
signs of ·.c onflict. However, if the conflict should reach the -surface,
the stancip.rd Dakota solution is to avoid the situation by running away
from .it. ··For ·example, children have been known to suggest tha. t they be
sent.. to a different school as a solution to a disciplinary _problemo
Educational Opportunities.-In the early Dakota society every person
ha.d an established pl.ace in the group as he grew up. The opportunities
were limited but ·they.iWere sure and secureo ·But comp:1,red to their position of relative security in the former lif-e, the majority or Dakota
youth today have few opportunities and little security. The Dakota
father usually has no career or social role into which he can introduce
his son, and the .pl.rents are in no -position to pay for an ·extended vocational or professional educationo ·,.- At . fourteen or fifteen the youth can
compete successfully :with his unskilled father as a wage earner, and he
need not have much trainingo Educational opportunities are thus limited
by family working experience.

•

In a few c~ses, there is actual opposition to educational .advancement, based on the desire to maintain the old order. Some feel that "it
is against our religion to change the customs that have been practiced
by our P.30.pie agea. baok."l But such native resistance i's reduced in
such degree as th~-imposed educational system understands · the·· cultural
values of the_. ·resis.ting group. F.ducation can be a powerful force for
voluntary or permissive acculturation if it is symp3.thetic and understanding and if it opens opportunities for learning the new C\llture, but,
it is a deterrent to acculturation if it lacks symP3,thy and understanding
and ~educes these opportunitieso
1Eastma.n, op. cit., PP• 24-25.
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· There is plenty of ~idence that 09.kota children do not lack the
ability to take a.dva.nta.ge o~ available edu~tiona.l opportunitiesol :· -.-- .. -:
However, they sometimes suffer .an "educational ,_lag~' because of poor·.·.
schools, language barriers, or ind:Ltfarence~ lack of social adjustment ·_
may cause the Dakota youth to mask his superior educational ability. ·
lt is a well Im.own fact that all the ability in the world .cannot overcome discouragement, failures, economic hardships, and -social isolation.
The old virtues of Dakota society may at times operate as a limiting factor on educational opPQrtunity. A virtue in one culture may be
defined as a vice in another. 2
It is known -t~t ,some of the first Indian $tu.dents in American
universities often failed to show whether or not they knew
anything about a subject under discussion. They were unaware
of the fact that as a consequence of their behavior they were·
assumed not to lmow their _le~son, while their teacher~ were -·
unaware that a· well~educated ·s ioux boy does not speak. 'b is ~
.
in the presence of ~pie who lmow a suhje.c t be~~er. ·
Limited educatlonal opportunities ·restrict the ea.-se and speed of
culture change for the Dakotas. The· destruction of their old culture
sy~tem.·has already been largely accomplished, and they -can only hope for
the future if opportunities are available to leam a new culture.
.
·Religious Problems.-The ;religious beliefs of the original Dakota
·culture were based on the. awa.rene·s s of· a Supernatural Power that pervaded all things. This mystical Power was deserving of great respect, and
one must always rell'.8in .humble and helpless before· it. It was undignified for the Dakotas to defy this Power or to turn to it only in time
·or need.
The people were influenced by -religious considerations in all areas
of their lire. The requirements of Dakota religion were concrete and
tangible. A man was expected to observe certain taboos, make the ·
necessary sacrif'ices, . perf'orm ·the prescribed rites, be hopest with his
neighbor and generous to the t.mt:ortuna~e. These duties wer~ matter~·or
fact; either he has or has not pe·rtormed them • . If =he faµ.ed . tq _live up
to the social ideal, he was shamed ·15y_his -neighbors, . ·because :·_e~~ry man
was in p:1,rt judge and defender · o r the public ·good.
· ,
The Power of the World was described as a circle in which everything had a place. Black Elk gave this explanation of the Supernatural
Power i3
.
. ·
. In the old days when we "Were a strong and happy people, all our

power ca.me to us .from the sacred hoop of the -nation, and so long
as the hoop was unbroken the people flourished. The flowering

lErik H. Erickson, "Observations on Sioux Education," The Journal
of Psychology. VII (Jan., 1939), 116-117, and Macgregor, op. cit., P• 125.

2Erickson, op. cit., p. 11.8.
3Neiha.rdt, op. cit., p. 198.
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tree wa.s·the living -c enter of the hoop, and the circle of the four
quarters· nourished ito The east gave peace and l:Lgh~_, . the south
gave· warmth, the we·s t gave rain, and the north with its cold ·and
mightywind gave stfength and endurance o This kn9wledge ca.me_· to
us from the outer·world with our religion. Everything tpe Power
of the World does· is. done in a circ.le.
Life was also cyclical in nature, and at certain stages in the cycle, .
rituals were performed to maintain the unbroken hoop. These rituals,
quite complicated and detailed,·~have been very -well described in Joseph
Brown'~ The Sacred Pipe.
It was the custom for a young man to seek some definite influence
through a vision to guide his future. The youth preP3,red for the
'~ision-quest 0 by cleansing himseJ.£ through the sweat bath and taking
into his confidence a relative who would prepare an °alter" for him at
some distance from the camp. Then the young man slipped away and went
to the shrine, where through fasting and prayer, he hoped to have a
religiously significant vision, one which would give him.·power to accomplish supernatural f~ts. Fasting and self.;..torture ·sometimes made it
possible r or lrl.m.' to 9btain a .w1vision", which was then interpreted by
the adviser o:;r··some member of . the group with special- religious power.
Th¢ most important religious ceremony -in the Dakota culture was the
Sun Dance. · The central theme of the Sun Dance -was self-torture as a
sacrifice to the Supernatural for help in the past. How~ver, it combined
a large number of recognized prestige-getting .patterns such. _a s ,gµ-tgiving, counting coup, virginity, and vision-quest. As the highest form
of worship of the Supernatural Power, it well -exemplified the .religious
devotion of the· Dakota people.
· · · ·.· ··
Denomin~tiona.l Religious Activities.---Missiona.ry activities among
the pa.kota.s began in the early stages or· oultural contact with the
Amer~cans. · ·Tt\e importance of missionaries in the· acculturation process
wa.·s ~scuss.~d ea~lie-r, but some of the problems of denominational- activities not ··previously mentioned will be dealt with hereo
In the 1860 9 s the churches on the reservation were assigned various
groups to work with, so that the Dakotas might be si:e,red the difficulty
of ~hoosing between dii'ferent deno~~;ons. Agent McGillycuddy explained
that this policy 51had been decreed to ·avoid c·o nrusing the }:le8ithen mind."
He added with a touch of humor "that it had been ordained ,t hat the Red
Cloud Indians should ·tra.vel ·to .. heaven by the Episcopal route; the Catholic
Church was detailed to save the .souls of the Sitting Bull..Ipdiax:ia; the
Presbyterian method was prescrib~<L-to lead the Y~ons to salvation; . _.
while to the: Congregationalists was assigned the responsibility of ·
C~stianizing the Lower·Brule .Sioux.nl

¾fcGillycuddy, opo cit., PP• 106-107.
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. However, the chie.f source of conflict in missionary activities ha.s
not been·denomina.tiona.l. The Dakota culture patterns of marriage,
polygamy, and divorce were not in accordance with the tenets of the
Christian churche~, and the Indians resisted- the efforts of the denominations to wipe out their t~ditional family behavior. It was not
uncommon for older Dakotas to caution the young people not to be married
in a public church ceremon7i lest they be expected to ·choose between
remaining with an undesirable mate and breaking chur_ch rules.
The old funeral ceremonies, particularly the mourning and giftgiving after burial, are still widely practiced. Widows may still cut
off their hair, wail, and dress in rags as soon as death has occurred;
but self-torture has been abandoned. _The church ceremony for the dead
is conducted according to the denominational requirements, and burial is
underg;round. The Dakotas have been forced to inter their dead, even
though this custom conflicted with their former belief that burial interfered with the P3,ssage of the spirit to the other world.
In many ways the services of the churches on the reservation are
similar to those of any ·s mall rural church. In. one way, however, the
Dakotas differ from most church-goers. They can shift from one denoinination to another and from Christian to non-Christian .practice~ with no
apP3,rent difficulty. They are usually willing to seek divine power from
all possible sources. It seems likely that they carry over into their
adopted Christian religion certain elements of their native religion,
such as continuous seeking for supernatural ~id, divine or miraculous
cures, ·social partic·pa.tion; and moral behaviol;".

·We may safely inf.er tha.t ·Ghristiaaj.ty for t _he Dakotas was only
significant when interpreted according to .~h~u- former religion, and
that church organization became important only as it served as a focl.18
for group activities replacing old tribal ~rtici:p3,tion. Since .the
religion of the Dakotas conflicted with :_m issionary teachings on many
points, Christianity at first ma.de litt:ie progress in gaining authority
over Dakota morality. But in recent years, as accultll!"~tion proceeds,
the younger generations are generally accepting Christian. ritual .and
ceremonial practice in an effort to adapt themselves to the dominant
Amer:ican culture pattern.
.

.

.

Marginal ·Religious Activities.--A number of so-ca.lled ''Iagan" cults
have appeared at different times in the history of the Teton Dakotas,
and one of these cults still has a large following _on the reservations.
·These cults, fusions of Christian and native religious elements appeal _
to a people suffering from exploitation. They offer to their followers
temporary security from some of the injustices of present-day society. ,
The ritual and ceremony observed by the members of these cults can be
adopted by the older people in order ·to replace some of their lost . .
religious customs. But, as we should expect, the younger ··people have
not been attracted to these cults, because they have little lmowledge
of the traditional beliefs and rites tha.t stem from··t he pist.
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The best historical example of a marginal religious movement is the
Ghost Dance Religion. Popular in the last decade of the nineteenth
century, it held out to the Indians the hope of a Messiah who would save
them from the Whites. Those Dakotas who did not like their .position on
the reservation and longed for the~ old way of life were iri.duced to join
the movement. Many of t~e,m dancep and $ang in anticipation o~ the second
coming, until they were ~9r~e,d to stop ~Y. the government.
The Peyote cult or . Native Ameri~ . Church is more .recent than the
Ghost Dance and still is·:qti1te influe#tial: on the reservc3:tions. An
escapist cult, it ' answers many of the psyc\lological and religious needs
of the Dakota peopl~. ..Some vestiges of Dal<ota religion
also. found
in the present-day Yuwip1 ···c u1t based on the'· magic perfo~ces of
"Medicine men." Both .the Peyote and Yuwipi° -cults are typical of transitional societies ·1ooking for a solution to problems that. appear too difficult for human comprehension.
Health and Welfare Problems.-The abrupt change~ r.equ.i red in their
mode of living when the Dakota people were placed op. reservations caused
them considerable suffering. The Dakotas were unaccustom.ec;l to an indoor
and sedentary life generally in a limited space with impure -a ir. Moreover, they were forced to submit to the necessity of artificial heat and
additional clothing. Frequently, their food was indigestible because
tne,- didn't know how to prep~e it • .La.st~.y, ..the quality of the ·food was
somet~s very poor. They were given diseased. cattle, moldy nour,
and rancid bacon in some of the government rations.
The most severe problem of all was actual starvation, and some of
the older tribal members recall the days when the Dakota people were
forced to surrender because they had nothing to eat. 1
Now hunger is a hard thing to bear, but not so hard when all
are sharing the aame want in the same degree; but it is
doubly hard to bea~ when all about is plenty which the hungry
dare not touch. ·Sentences imposed upon those who, through
hunger, take for their starving bodies, are to me inconceiviably
cruel, even to ey .. now altered and accustomed viewpoint.
The dietary changes were so ·great, the confinement and the
lonesomeness so poignant for Dakota children that nearly one-half of
them died _when they were forcibly taken trom their. parents to attend
schools off the reservation •. Yet those remaining on the reservation
were likely to suffer greatly from lack of vitamins and minerals required
for adeq~ate nutrition. The reservation Dakotas were unable to maintain
good heal:,th on their usual fare of beans, rice, bread, coffee, -and
occasiortai beef. Thus diseases are much more frequently contacted by
the Dakotas because of nutritional imbalance.

It

1standing Bear, op. cit., pp. 163-164.
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Many of the diseases well known in American society, such as smallpox, scarlet fever, measles, and diptheria, were introduced for the
first time to the Dakotas by the early settlers. Because the Indians
lacked resistance and possessed no remedies for these maladies, these
diseases exacted a heavy toll of the population. The medical techniques of
Western culture were not inmediately available through the acculturative
process, and so their only resort was to apply their own non-scientific
remedies, frequently causing the disease to take a more virulent form.
.

.

During the reservation period, the Indian service attempted to ban

the practices of the Dakota medicine man, but the shaman continued to be
prescribed for the sick in spite of all efforts. to discourage. him. Many
of the old warriors were pr~judi.c ed ag~·i nst the White man 9 s medicine.
They were especially afraid of ·a.na~sthesia _and. surgical operations.
Their ignorance of the germ theory caused illness to be spread .rapidly
among a people who re.f used to isolate any sick member from their companyo
This practice caused tuberculosis to become the scourge of the Dakotas.
As long as they felt well and could s~e nothing wrong with their bodies,
they refused hospitalization or they would leave the sanatorium before
the disease was ~rested or cured. When the tubercular patient returned _
home, he was frequently given more attention because of the fear that hi~
death was near. Thus he usually spread the disease to other family
members.
Medical treatment was hampered on the reservations by an inadequate
supply of available physicians and by the distances necessary for the
Dakota family to transport a sick member to the doctor or hospital. It
has also been hampered by Indian failure to cooperate. The medical
profession has preached with only partial success against such native
treatments as the peyote, which impedes the program for effective
tuberculosis control.l
·
One Indian described tuberculosis as merely a i2bad conditionn of
the blood, which backs up in the body. Eventually, it dams up
into the lungs and comes up into the throat and suffocates a person.
Peyote, however, purifies the blood, and thus it can effect a ncure."
.

.

There will continue to be far too much sickness among reservation people
as long as they are ~~rant of what ar~ now accepted ~s basic health
precautions.
The welfare practices which worked well under formal tribal living
are no longer practicable. Sharing with the needy, assisting the- weak, .
ministering to the· sick were the bounden duties of the leaders of the
original Dakota societies. In times past, the Tetons had an organization
of outstanding men known as the nsuent Eaters" which had the specific
duty of loold.ng out for the welfare of all people. These conditions
have changed along with all other aspects of Dakota culture, and the
reservation Indians are faced with serious problems of aiding those
members of their group who cannot help themselves.

lRobert H. Ruby, The Oglala Sioux, p. 55.
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IV.

Summary and Conclusions

In this pamphlet the process· of acculturation among the Dakota
Indians-the change which has ta.ken place in Dakota qulture as a . result
of. centact with the dominant Caucasian society-has been analyzed. We
may conclude from this study that in general culture change was most
likely to occur among the Dakotas when the new culture elements satisfied
some basic or secondary drive of the people. Culture change was likewise
dependent upon the manner in which the new ideas were introduced to them.
If the changes were attempted through coer~ion, they were not so readily
accepted as those made _voluntarily. The policies of the traders, missionaries, government agents, and agriculturalists were investigated to· ·
determine the extent of enforced. and permissive acculturation. ·Enforced
acculturation was usually accompanied by resistance to change. The
disruption of family patterns, the loss of the means of subsistence, and
the.:,social disorg~zation of Dakota society were the ·most evident results
of the .ac-cultu.ration process.
The changes taking place in Dakota society as a result of the
acculturation process have been regarded as nsocial problems. ~1 They
take on a nproblemu aspect because of the conflicts created between the
internal values of Dakota society and the external values of the larger
society, or because of conflicts in the value systems of different groups
within Dakota ·society,· or .'finally, because of value -conflicts in the
personality and attitudes of individual members of Dakota society. In
this study, problems were analyzed in the major institutional areasfamily, economic, political, educ?tional, religious, health and welfare.
The fact that the Dakota extended family group is being replaced by
the individualistic modern famiJ.y structure ·.has caused a decline in the
secur.1ty offered by the Dakota family • . Cooperative working and sharing
of material possessions have been disappearing as basic attributes of
Dakota society. The child rear·1i ng pattevns -have been undergoing changes
which· are reflected in conflict s ··r egarding the me:fits of traditional
Dakota and modern American practices. As a result, the influence of the
aged members of Dakota society has been decreasing, especially when the
young people have become more conversant with cdntradictory values in
the society outside of the reservation. Family disorganization has been
apparent in high rates of divorce and separation typical of the younger
Dakota families.
So long as those people are dependent upon agriculture, the land
base on the reservations is inadequate to support the Dakota population
currently living there at a minimum level. At the same time, most of the
Dakotas lack the necessary working skills required to make an adequate
living off the reservation; nor are they fully familiar with the workings
of the money economy of the modern industrial system. Economic equality
and cooperation, exemplified in the traditional gift-giving pattern, does
not work well side by side with a hiehlJT oompot..L~.lve tiyt;t.ern of individual
economic enterprise.
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In the past, the inconsistent policies of the In~ Bureau have
been extremely confusing and demo~alizing to the Dakotas. They are aware
of the inefficient administration that has characterized the government
in the handling of Indian affairs. Promises which. the government made
.t o the Dakotas have been ruthlessly broken whenever convenient. Furthermore, the promise to feed the Indians through a ration system was used
either to coerce or to pauperize the Dakota people.
At pres~nt, segregation on the reservations, resulting in ~solation
from the culture of .the dominant society, encourages retention of Dakota
·culture patterns~ Moreover, the schools provided for the Dakota children
have ·frequently used educational methods designed to teach non-Indians
and were therefore highly inappropriate to the cultural situation in
which the Dakota child would grow up. Isolation, both geographical and
social, was a definite factor limiting educational opportunities for
Dakota children. Clearly, the willingness of the Dakotas to accept the
culture of the dominant society was restric~ed by the extent to which
they were able to take advantage of available educational opportunities.
·· The moral code of traditional Dakota religion did not ·coincide
perfectly ~th .~he teaching of the Christian: missionaries, thereby
,.
contributing additional confl-icts. The social and economic injustices
and exploitation which the Dakotas suffered from the dominant socie-t y ·
induced them to expermient with irrational religious cults and movements
as a means of escaping the consequences of their dilemma. A mixture of
pagan and Christian religious elements was clearly evident in the ritual
of these marginal religious activities.
Such ·problems as inadequate nutrition, unsanitary living conditions,
high incidence of contagious disease, and limited health re-sources are
bound to accompany the present social situation on the reservations.
These prolilems are symptomatic of the general level of living and the
health education of the Dakota people.
Effective solutions to many of the problems summarized above are in
progress. The D~kota Indians have already proved .themselves capable of
adjusting to demands for great change in their traditional way of life.
As they increase their k,nowledge and understanding of .American society,
and its relation to their own culture, they will continue to discover
other solutions mutu~y advantageous to both cultures •

.. ;:,
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